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 ‘Guardians of the forest’: Local Knowledge and Environmental Policy in a 
Northern Thai National Park.  
 
My dissertation is about a community of uplanders in a National Park in 
Northern Thailand. The Lahu have been living in a forested area in the 
province of Tak called the Muser Hills for a long time since the mid-1940s. The 
Thai nation state has created national parks over much of northern Thailand, 
including traditional Lahu lands. This has led to the Lahu having to rethink 
their definitions of located-ness in Tak’s forests. In my thesis, I highlight the 
ways the Lahu respond to the Thai state’s ecological management program.  
The Lahu have worked to adapt to state-imposed environmental constraints 
through a creative integration of traditional concepts and contemporary 
discourses about the environment. Conservation stories I heard from the Lahu 
indicate that, in these nationally protected areas, conflicts over environmental 
discourses cannot be reduced to a simple standoff between two opposing 
sides - the state and indigenous communities - but rather be seen as a 
process of compromise, combination and negotiation among many 
discourses. Marginalized ethnically, demographically and culturally in a 
modern Thailand, Tak’s Lahu also pursue and capitalize on their community’s 
spatial locatedness to generate sympathies and alliances. My work, thus, 
explores how this small community exerts a powerful sense of agency in the 
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face of rigid national policies that are often not in their favour. By identifying 
and analyzing their complex responses to these policies, I argue that state 
environmental discourses have been responsible for a new way of being Lahu. 
By asserting their position as the rightful residents and guardians of the forest, 
they appropriate and transform the ‘protected forest zones’ into sites of ethnic 












In January 2009, I travelled with two professors and a group of other 
graduate students from Chulalongkorn University to the Thai-Burmese 
borderland. About halfway through the trip, our group stopped for a much 
needed coffee break at a hillside market between the western border town of 
Measot and downtown Tak Province. It was around 10 am. in the morning. A 
big colorful billboard at the parking lot by the right side of the marketplace 
proudly introduced the coffee: ‘Café Doi Muser’ or, ‘coffee planted on Muser 
hill’.  After hours on a passenger bus, we gratefully followed the pleasant 
fragrance of local coffee to a small coffee shop. 
 My professor and I sat sipping hot Arabica coffee and enjoying the chilly 
winter air of the highlands. Displayed behind a female barista were many 
photos on the wall featuring a man honoured with various awards from some 
official looking people – representing the state and other environmental 
organizations. There were also many certificates for sustainable forestry and 
watershed management. Excerpts from newspapers about the Lahu village 
living harmoniously with nature in Taksin Maharat National Park, like the 
photos and certificates, they were all carefully framed for display. Through that 
small exhibition in the coffee shop, we learned that the man who received the 
awards was Mr.Kaphol
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female barista about him, we got to know that she, Ms. Nit was his wife and 
the couple owned the coffee shop.  I asked Phi Nit (sister Nit – as I addressed 
her) if her husband was around. Sighing, she said no: “He’s been busy these 
days. Now he is in the village to mobilize people to measure forest land and 
draw their own map before forest officials can do so. A letter from the national 
park authority came just days ago, notifying the advent of their forestland 
measurement project. “Haizzz! When will this headache just stop?” My interest 
in the Lahu community, their life in the protected forest zone, and how they 
respond to state’s politics was sparked.   
I asked my professor to allow me to spend the class field trip in the hill 
rather than continue on to the borderlands with my classmates. She agreed. I 
spent my very first days among the Lahu, hosted by Phi Nit and her husband, 
who would later become my primary informants and friends. Mr. Kaphol came 
home later at noon and I quickly introduced myself to him. He said he would 
do best as he could to assist me to research in the hills. In the afternoon, as 
he drove me around the village and forest zones, Kaphol pointed out a 
watershed management project maintained by the villagers. I saw the cement 
structure they had built to contain and regulate stream water. He bragged that, 
through this project, the Lahu had secured sufficient water for year-round use. 
He also told me about how, in the dry season from April to June, villagers 
would work hard to gather fallen leaves with bamboo rakes, and would cover 
the forest floor with fresh banana leaves – which they believe to be naturally 
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fireproof –  in an attempt to prevent the seasonal forests fires. According to 
Kaphol, the Lahu’s ecological wisdom had been callously dismissed by the 
state, leaving the locals to ceaselessly work to justify their continued existence 
in what the state deems “protected” lands. 
This initial three-day visit eventually led me to a PhD program at NUS, and 
then back to Muser hills in 2013 for 12 months of fieldwork that forms the 
basis of this dissertation. I was fortunate, over this time, to be allowed into the 
daily lives of the hill tribe community in a protected area of Tak province. For a 
year, I lived with the Lahu and worked with community members on a number 
of sustainable ecological projects. I was also able to experience and 
participate in a variety of household activities, village ceremonies, meetings 
and daily encounters between locals and officials representing the state. The 
headmen, traditional experts and other senior locals told me their life stories 
and shared memorable moments in their history with me. I heard vivid 
descriptions of how their socio-cultural and economic life has changed in the 
thirty-five years since their forest was proclaimed a National Park. I saw, first 
hand, how new, ‘socio-ecological landscapes’ have changed the way the Lahu 
view themselves in relation to their surroundings, turning the protected area 
into a site of knowledge production, contested power relations and assertion of 
identity. 
Based on this research, my dissertation examines the ways that one 
highland community – the Lahu people of Tak province, northern Thailand – 
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have responded to the Thai state’s environmental management programme. 
Thai government’s resource control policy largely rests on an ideal of pristine 
human-free forest and, accordingly, the creation of national parks or ‘protected 
areas.’ However, such a notion of preservation leaves little room for the local 
tribes who not only claim territory in and cultural links to these “preserved” 
lands, but whose long-standing and culturally-significant practices are often 
deemed unsustainable by government and international models. In this 
context, my research focuses on efforts by the Lahu to resist, preempt and 
adapt to government efforts to manage them. I came to this research with two 
main research questions: ‘What does environmental politics mean for 
marginalized communities?” and “How have these people responded and 
adapted to new changes in their environment?”. From these two questions, I 
frame my ethnographic analysis into more detailed interrelated questions: 1. 
How has the Thai state’s policy of conservation (through forced eviction and 
the imposition of environmental constraints) changed the customary patterns 
of the Lahu’s livelihood?  2. How did the Lahu respond to such policy? 3. How 
have the social relations between locals and other involved actors (Buddhist 
monks, supporters, and state officials, etc.) reshaped locals’ understanding of 
egalitarianism, sustainable ecology and development? 4. How do Lahu exploit 
and employ their social networks in their attempts to negotiate with the state? 
5. What tactics do the Lahu use in their daily encounters with forest patrollers? 
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6. Ultimately, how have the Lahu come to redefine themselves in their relation 
to Thai society? 
I will argue that in the face of state imposition of environmental constraints 
and the threat of forced eviction, the Lahu have taken dynamic action to adapt 
their way of life and to assert themselves as rightful residents of the park. 
Moreover, I will show how environmental concerns and conflicts in Lahu’s 
local setting are further shaped and influenced by religion, ethnicity and 
interactions at key sites and around identifiable events. Fundamental to my 
analysis is the ongoing and dynamic process of local knowledge production, 
which I argue emerges from a complex interplay of environmental discourses 
and the daily dynamics that reflect both conformity and non-conformity 
towards state policies. Finally, I will argue that, through their attempts to 
negotiate with external forces, the Lahu people have exerted a sense of 
agency for themselves by crafting a new identity as ‘forest guardians’, turning 
the ‘nationally-defined protected areas’ into a key site of ethnic and cultural 
production and generating new socio-ecological landscapes.  
My anthropological account of their voices and actions, examined from 
within the local environmental setting itself, seeks to offer original insights into 
the Lahu people’s innovative and creative resourcefulness in their response to 
state environmental politics. By cohabiting and being welcomed into this 
community, I was able to listen closely to the people’s voices and to 
investigate local socio-cultural and political strategies that both mobilize and 
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generate forms of local knowledge. This research demonstrates how the local 
people navigate, adapt to and resist the power structure of the state, 
specifically the forms of management, suppression and control that underwrite 
its environmental interventions in the area. My research also takes into 
account the diversity of local opinions, adaptive capabilities, and levels and 
types of engagements in a wider socio-economic space(s). I make critical 
inquiries into the ways that the Lahu asserts their identity then with an eye 
toward rethinking how anthropologist (and others) might approach the study of 
marginalized people in protected areas.   
 
The Lahu in Tak Province 
There are a total of 14 Lahu villages dispersed across the Northern 
provinces of Chiangrai, Chiangmai, Lampang, Meahongson and Tak in 
northern Thailand (Walker, AR. 2003). The Lahu people identify themselves 
by several subgroups or divisions: Lahu Na (Na meaning black), Lahu Shi 
(yellow), Lahu Nyi (red), Lahu Hpu (white) and Lahu Sheh leh (meaning 
unknown). How these divisions developed and why some groups bear color-
coded names is unknown.1  All Lahu speak a Tibeto-Burman dialect - a 
monosyllabic language with three tonal variations that’s part of the Loloish 
branch of the Lolo-Burmese sub-group of the Tibeto-Burman family. The 
                                                      
 1 In my interviews with the Lahu Na of Huaiplalod village, they explained their group name 
came from the categorization of the colors of their clothes. Black Lahu means the Lahu 
wearing black outfits. However, other Lahu communities who bear other names like Lahu Shi 
and Lahu Hpu also wear black.  
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language has many similar words to Burmese and also shares similarities with 
the Lisu and Akha dialects. It also commonly borrows some terms from Shan 
and Chinese.  
The Lahu Na in Musser hills tell their history through legends and 
memories of migration journeys. The Lahu in my study believe they 
descended from Lahu immigrants who originated in Xishuangbanna (southern 
part of Yunnan province of China). They believe that their ancestors fought 
against the assimilation and hegemony of the Han dynasty in the early 
nineteenth century then migrated south. They ended up settling in Tak 
province after a period of settlement in the hills of Chiangmai and Chiangrai.2  
Huaiplalod village, where I conducted my fieldwork, was founded in the mid-
1940s 3. In their histories, the Lahu highlight their relationship with powerful 
empires – specifically the Han Chinese and the Thai – and in recent years, 
have striven to maintain their ethnic identity while still showing their loyalty to 
the Thai monarchy.  
According to the most recent local census by the ex-headman Jakaphol 
Monkholkeree in November 2016, the entire Lahu village featured in this 
research consists of a total 225 households and has a population of more than 
1.135.   It is located seven kilometers away from Tak-Maesod National 
Highway and is in the farthest south of any Lahu village in northern Thailand. 
                                                      
2 This record can be justified with reference to Walker AR’s account of Lahu migration history 
in his 1975 collection (pp. 113-114). There were many potential directions for the Lahu from 
Yunnan to migrate. A part of them moved southwards to Laos and Burma. The others moved 
directly to Siam as they believed that this country had fertile ground and was politically stable. 
 3 According to senior community members and Kaphol – the village chief. 
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Until the government launched its ‘development’ projects in the hills, opium 
planting and ‘slash-and-burn’ agriculture were their main sources of livelihood. 
According to senior villagers, they chose to settle down in Muser hills as the 
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In Muser hills, Lahu young men have kept their hunting tradition, though 
less popular since 1981, when severe restrictions were imposed upon their 
habitat. The villagers are never afraid of the forest, they will go hunting alone or 
in groups in both daytime and the dead of night when temperatures are cooler. 
Unlike hunting, farming involves more group labour. Households are basic units 
of production, but cooperation between them is essential for successful planting 
and harvesting activities on the farms. Multi-household cooperation is frequently 
demonstrated on a regular basis, with all  farming activity for each household. 
Farming activity requires the assistance of up to five or six members from other 
households. A member of that household will then return the labour when it 
comes to other households’ farming days. Likewise, households in southern and 
northern zones will help each other in spirit calling ceremonies. They will come 
to assist in the preparation which involves cooking and arranging the altar 
corner in the house that will be holding the ceremony. They join hands again for 
the important pig sacrifice, that will serve as a feast for the villagers in the zone. 
If a household does not have enough items as needed for the ceremony, other 
households will supply and some items can be borrowed.  The community will 
come together, with relatives of each household conscientiously mustering 
together with other nearby villagers to help with a ceremony.  
The authority structure of this community is composed of a headman 
elected by senior villagers, a group of ‘puchans’ (experts in tradition and local 
knowledge), a community committee (including the headman, a few members of 
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the puchan group and a few well-educated male villagers) and heads of 
independent households. Since it was first set up in Muser hills seventy years 
ago, Huaiplalod village has been ruled under seven headmen. Each chiefdom 
would last for four years.  Traditionally, village chiefs were advanced in age and 
experienced in local tradition. The most remarkable change to tradition came 
with the initiation of the forth headman – the young, well educated man, 
Jakaphol Mongkokeree. This was a revelation at the time. It was the first 
instance that the whole village had selected a young man for this important role, 
based on educational background and not on experience with custom and 
tradition.  
From the memory of Kaphol, when he was a primary school boy in 1970s, 
headman of the village were always a senior male villager above 45 years old 
and experienced in Lahu tradition. That headman was also a ‘puchan’ who 
conducted many community animistic ceremonies. After Kaphol’s graduation 
from high school in downtown Tak province, he assisted Ajarn Den (the abbot of 
a Buddhist temple in Huaiplalod) and his community with their confrontation with 
the state’s forced eviction.  At  only 35 years old Kaphol was elected the first 
young headman by villagers in 2004. His headmanship lasted for four years, 
ending in early 2009. However, his continued dedication to the village-state 
negotiation over forced eviction and to community development has been the 
most significant compared to other succeeding headmen. The transition of 
headmanship from a member advanced in age and experience in tradition to a 
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younger well-educated one received full consent from villagers. They had faith 
in Kaphol’s ability to lead the community in the confrontation with state people 
who were forcing them to move out of the forest. They also followed his 
initiatives for natural conservation and instructions on new agricultural modes 
that would compliment with the new political environmental setting of the 
National Park. 
Most villagers follow community regulations and sanctions, especially in 
farming activities and forest conservation. There is a high degree of solidarity 
among village members when it comes to village policies or projects as decided 
on by the village committee members. The whole village shows no account of 
serious conflict between themselves, if not for the competition over space at the 
marketplace as will be discussed in chapter 4. Younger generations show their 
respect towards the seniors on a daily basis such as inviting them to enjoy food 
or tea before they start to eat and bowing their heads down further. Older 
people are considered wiser in decisions on family affairs, tradition and rituals; 
therefore, young men who are heads of independent households often seek 
consultation from their older male relatives.  
 Animism permeates every aspect of the cultural, social and economic life of 
the Lahu in Tak province. Huaiplalod village in Musser hills manifests a more 
original version of Lahu tradition as it has stayed intact from Christianity, while 
Baptist-style Christianity was rife among other Thailand’s Lahu  communities 
that subscribed to a “village–level religious organization that is much more 
 12 
formal than that of the traditionalists” (Walker. 2003: 640). Ritual activities in 
those villages had been modified with a combination of the people’s belief in 
Jesus Christ and Lord Gui Sha. Those Lahu people struggled with their cultural 
identity as they were intertwined with religious motivations – such as beliefs in 
Millenarianism. For the Lahu in  Muser hills, the integration of Buddhist values 
into their local religion since Ajarn Den promoted Buddhist environmental ethics 
in the village has made their religious life more diverse.  Many young people 
visit the temple regularly while joining hands with their senior community 
members in the maintenance of animistic ceremonies and rituals. That said, 
Buddhism has not made animism less popular. Such harmonious syncretism 
has facilitated the integration of Buddhist environmental ethics into local 
forestry, which will be discussed further in chapter 2.  
Animistic rituals are conducted on many occasions during the year in 
Huaiplalod village, from seeking permission of the land’s spirits before felling 
trees for a new crop to chasing bad spirits from the village.  Building a house on 
any piece of land also needs to seek approval from supernatural powers that 
dominate the land area. The Lahu in Muser hills believe that their fortune and 
prosperity depend substantially on spirits that dwell in the mountains and 
forests. Another remarkable ceremony is a formal worship to their supreme God 
/Creator Lord G’ui Sha at New Year’s time. The official worship period spans 
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over four days, however the honours and other related animistic rituals will 
continue for nearly a month.4 
During the first twelve days of Lahu new year – the most festive time of a 
year, which usually falls into end of January, those working far away from home,  
selling forest products in downtown Tak or in factories in other lowland 
provinces return to the hills to reunite with their families. The Lahu slaughter 
pigs to offer to the spirits and then the whole village will savour the meat. During 
New Year, Lahu people have the chance to re-establish their relations with each 
other. It is an important occasion for villagers to cement their inter-village 
relations, with individuals visiting each other’s houses.  
The exchange of visits is one of the most important traditions and young 
people take this occasion to show their respect to and receive merit from elders. 
The New Year ceremony is meaningful to all Lahu villagers in Huaiplalod village 
as it serves to ensure the well-being of the whole village and good relations 
between households for the coming New Year. In addition to the many formal 
ceremonies and social activities, there is traditional Chakhuu dancing, which 
involves groups of three or four dancers holding hands moving their footsteps 
around a communal fire place - to the accompaniment of musicians playing live 
                                                      
4 The Musshuh in Tak celebrate their new year two times, female new year one week before 
male one. According to their legend as told by the puchans, during the time villagers were 
preparing for new year, male villagers were busy fighting their enemies who penetrated their 
forest territory while females stayed home to take care of the whole village including farming 
and household affairs. When it came to new year time, the males were still away from home 
so their female family members celebrated first. One week after that, all the males came back 
to organize a smaller festival to welcome the new year and to worship the Lord Guisha – their 
supreme God and Creator. The female cermony lasts for four days while the male one takes 
place for two days but other smaller ceremonies as part of new year ritual span over one 
month. 
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for the occasion. This much enjoyed celebration, boosts their pride in local 
identity and solidifies their sense of unity. The Chakhuu dance requires all 
participants to wear their most gorgeous traditional lahu costumes. The 
wealthier will display more silver on their costumes.  
There is a group of around seven Puchans – local experts in tradition, who 
are responsible for leading ceremonies from household to community levels. 
These Puchans play a crucial role in upholding animistic culture for the whole 
village while also performing the important task of transferring their knowledge 
to younger generations. The puchan position in the village must be passed on to 
a puchan’s son or other male member of the same patrilineage. On all ritual 
occasions, they  explain Lahu customs to younger people. Villagers have the 
most reverence for the most experienced member in the puchan group. The 
puchans are also spirit doctors who diagnose illnesses,  which are thought to be 
caused by evil spirits - according to their animistic interpretation, and then 
conduct rituals to exorcise the patients. Heads of households – all of them male 
– can perform some small rituals at their own houses but will invite the puchans 








State Intervention in Muser hills  
State intervention began less than a generation after the Lahu settled in 
Muser Hill. In June 1959, the Thai government set up the Hill Tribe Welfare 
Committee (HTWC). On the same day, the Council of Ministers approved the 
Department of Public Welfare to set up four “Self-Help Settlement” projects in 
Northern Thailand. Doi Muser (Muser hills, Tak Province) and Doi Chiang Dao 
(Chiang Dao hills, Chiangmai Province) were the first two hill areas to be 
surveyed before moving hill people from there to resettlement sites in lowland 
provinces.5 The long term goal of the Thai government’s hill tribe policy was to 
grant the people a stable place to stay, stop deforestation and replace opium 
with other crops. To this end, from October 1961 to March 1962, the state 
conducted socio-economic surveys of the hill tribes. The Office of Vegetation 
Trial, opened in 1963, was the first physical presence of state’s development 
policy to take root in Muser hills. The office conducted trials of coffee plants, 
vegetables and other fruit trees in the forest to see if they might be 
sustainable. In 1965, the Center for Hill Tribe Development was established to 
crack down on ‘slash and burn’ farming.  
Results of these efforts were mixed. It took more than a decade for local 
people to stop planting opium (which they had done alongside a low level of 
corn and rice farming) and to transition to a more intensive cultivation of coffee 
                                                      
5 Wanat Bhruksasri.1989. ‘Government Policy: Highland Ethnic Minorities’, in McKinnon John 
and Vienne Bernard (ed.), Hill tribes today: problems in change, White Lotus-Orstom: 
Thailand, pp. 12-15 
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and seasonal vegetables. What’s more, at some point in the 1970s, many 
Lahu very quickly turned back to opium cultivation when they found that 
vegetable cultivation was not nearly as lucrative –in part because of lack of 
markets. 
In 1981, a zone of 79.550 rai (31.82 acres) of the forest surrounding 
Huaiplalod village was designated – or “gazetted” –  as a National Park 
(National Reserve Act 954, 1981)6. According to official state documents, the 
reason behind the “National Park” designation was to protect internal security7 
and to crack down on opium growing. Shortly after the gazette, state forest 
officials, aka RFD (Royal Forest Department staff), were then tasked with 
evicting the locals out of the protected areas. The Lahu resisted the forced 
eviction. The conflict was intense between 1982 and 1984.  
However, the Lahu were not the only ones to face eviction. Ajarn Den, the 
abbot of Huaiplalod temple and his other five students were also threatened 
with forced eviction.  Ajarn Den, belonging to the Thudong stream – wandering 
forests –  took his first foray into the residential forest of Huaiplalod in the late 
1970s. In those early days Ajarn Den set up a humble shelter hermitage – 
which was made of bamboo and other indigenous woods of the forest. Not 
knowing any of the local people, he walked around the village to ask for alms. 
Lahu villagers saw him as a strange visitor but still provided him with water 
                                                      
6  The government gazette no. 89 page 210 dated on 23 Dec. 1981.  
7  The designation of National Park lands across Thailand took place in the years between 
1960s and 1980s when communist insurgents were taking refuge in deep forests 
(Luangaramsi. 2001).  
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and part of their daily food. To protect his hermitage, and as part of the 
Thudong monks’ practice of ‘giving back to society’, Ajarn Den supported the 
villagers in their protest against the evacuation plan.  As I will discuss in 
chapter 2, Ajarn Den’s participation at this crucial moment in Lahu dealings 
with the state had significant influence on local environmental discourse. 
In 1982, one year after the gazette of the national park, amid the strife 
over eviction and the state’s imposition of environmental constraints, 
discontented with Den’s support towards the Lahu and his persistence to hold 
on to his forest hermitage against the state’s efforts to remove monks and 
Lahu out, the National Park Authority reported to Bangkok that Den was a 
communist and condemned him for inciting hill people against the state and 
doing harm to national natural reserves.  However, after thorough investigation 
by the Sangha’s headquarter in Bangkok, Ajarn Den was proved a thudong 
monk in the stream of Ajarn Man.  
 With the assistance from the forest monks, the Lahu were able to remain 
on the land. However, since the gazette, the Lahu have been subject to the 
environmental regulations associated with the National Park’s “protected” 
status.  These regulations include prohibitions on using protected areas for 
agricultural cultivation, cutting trees for timber, raising livestock or connecting 
electricity cables.  Though they have secured their land, the Lahu 
nevertheless have found themselves in a continual struggle with the state over 




Local Knowledge, Environmentalism and Environmental Discourse 
In the following chapters, I explore how villagers appropriate and mobilize 
available environmental discourses alongside practical ideas of sustainable 
ecology to both adapt their way of life and negotiate with state power. My 
analysis rests on three concepts: local knowledge (local ecological 
knowledge), environmentalism, and environmental discourse. My sense of 
local knowledge draws on the work of many environmental and social 
anthropologists who studied hill communities in peripheral Southeast Asia. 
“Local knowledge” has been used to mean many things. For instance, 
communities with strong ties to particular places are likely to have developed a 
wealth of knowledge and understanding of their local ecologies. Indeed, many 
communities have long-standing and deeply embedded environmental 
management or ‘sustainability’ practices better tailored to local social and 
biophysical conditions than those imported and imposed by distant actors 
(Tsing. 1999: 162).  
Local knowledge is ‘an attribute of societies with historical coninutity in 
resourse use practice’ (Dei. 1993,  Williams and Baines. 1993 and Berkes, 
Colding, and Folke. 2000) and is a ‘cumulative body of knowledge, practice, 
and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through 
generations’, reflecting the relationship of living beings  and  their 
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environment.’ Such adaptive ecology comprises of “multiple species 
management, resource rotation, succession management, landscape 
patchiness management, and other ways of responding to and managing 
pulses and ecological surprises.” (Berkes, Colding, and Folke. 2000: 1252). 
Local knowledge is not static but ‘fluid and constantly changing, reflecting 
renegotitations between people and their enviroments’ and  knowledge 
acquisition is ‘dynamic and ever-changing, with people being open to new 
ideas, as long as they remain in control of the modernizing impacts of those 
ideas’ (Briggs. 2005). Born out of people’s interaction with nature in their 
locality and ‘appropriated’ by ‘development’, local knowledge has become 
provisional and negotiable in a ‘constant dialogue with the superiority of 
modern scientific knowledge’. Local people use local knowledge in power 
struggle to interpret the ‘nature’ and its social relation , challenging the 
hegemony of the state’s conservation discourse  and asserting themselves 
within a politicized locality (Luangaramsi. 2001: 166-167).  
However, from a more critical perspective, not all local knowledge is 
wise and sustainable as natural, economic and social conditions are changing. 
Overall, local knowledge  is ‘holistic in outlook and adaptive by nature’ but 
some tradional practice and belief systems are mal-adaptive over time. Local 
or indigenous knowledge is a bit more complicated than we conventionally 
take it to be  (Berkes, Colding, and Folke. 2000,  Brosius. 2004 and Briggs. 
2005).  Exaggerated claims on behalf of traditional ecological wisdom require 
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a reality check and in some  cases, management decisions  that  are based 
primarily on local knowledge need scientific scrutiny. The historical and current 
approaches of indigenous peoples to management of wildlife and their habitats 
need to be tested, in the interest of conservation (Gadgil, Berkes and Folke. 
1993 and Redford and Stearman. 1993).   
If local knowledge, for example, indigenous soil and water conservation 
were truly effective, there would not be the problems of food shortages and 
land degradation that are evident today (Critchley, Reij, and Wilcocks. 1994  
and Briggs. 2005).  The view of local knowledge as an untainted, pristine 
knowledge system is unhelpful. It cannot be assumed at all that local 
knowledge will necessarily provide a sustainable answer to production 
challenges in poor rural communities (Briggs. 2005:108-109). That said, local 
communities can be very creative in conserving resources but in some other 
cases, traditional  livelihood practices can be destructive and at odds with 
natural resource management8.  
                                                      
8	  Environmental sustainability and local development are dependent on people’s ability to 
innovate and modify their understandings and treatment of their natural habitat, which is their 
adaptation strategy. However, some communities cope with the changing conditions by 
resorting to all available forms of customary cultivation and relocating natural resource use 
rights while putting aside the balance between ecological system and social resilience. For 
example, continuing fishing practices of villagers in Sungai Pisang, West Sumatra and the 
Spermonde Archipelago in eastern Indonesia, are part of local coping strategies, nevertheless 
threaten the sustainability of the ecological system.  For cases like those, forms of local 
knowledge and adaptive modes of production need to integrate scientific knowledge to ensure 
the sustainability of the ecosystem. Amidst environmental changes, communities that rely on 
natural resources become more vulnerable to food security if their traditional mode of 
livelihood are not adaptive enough to the new natural conditions (Deswandi, Glaser and Ferse. 
2012). Some practices are destructive to the diversity of flora and fauna system. For example, 
Diamond (1993) notes that even though New Guinea natives possess detailed knowledge of 
plants and animals, some of the groups had, and continue to have, a heavy impact on their 
native biota. Some groups hunting with their dogs run down anything worthwhile they 
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While used to empower local communities, local knowledge  tends not 
to be problematized, but is seen as an alternative to hegemonic environmental 
knowledge. In conservation projects by local people or the state, either local 
knowledge or modern science  should not be romanticized but each needs  to 
be applied with caution and in many cases a combination with elements of 
modern science can prevent possible damage to environmental surroundings. 
In the modern context of development and socio-political relations over 
conservation, interaction of multiple social actors also influence the 
transformation of local knowledge. Such knowledge – in which ‘local and 
global, and traditional and modern are intricately intermingled’ – is 
‘differentially empowered and move in a terrain characterized by contradictory, 
competitive and complementary relations’ (Nygren. 1999).  
Customary institutions, collective memory, and ceremonial tradition have 
also been part of ‘local knowledge’ that some communities have used to assert 
their rights to natural resources. Local knowledge has also been theorized as a 
particular form of resistance and retrenchment, “part of a contemporary 
intellectual and political reaction to the perceived excesses of modernity, a 
reaction that has important practical implications in relation to socio-economic 
development and resource management” (Walker. 2001:3). Local knowledge 
                                                                                                                                                                                
encounter whether it is cassowary, wild pig or wallaby. Other rare species such as New 
Guinea phalangers and tree kanguroo,  which can be found only in one mountain or a specific 




may also be associated with values of traditionalism, community and local 
democracy (Forsyth and Walker. 2008: 14). Sikor (2010) suggested that 
research on forest management needed to examine the production of 
knowledge in relation to how the actors participated and were able to influence 
it.  
It is necessary to have a more holistic approach to local people’s 
conservation efforts and their  traditional ecological knowledge, by looking at 
binary tensions between western science and indigenous knowledge systems 
and power relations over resource use; preventing the romanticization of 
indigenous knowledge; and contextualizing  indigenous knowledge. Local 
knowledge may indeed be represented as “a valid and relevant alternative to 
western science, realistically it needs to be seen as something rather more 
nuanced, pragmatic and flexible, perhaps even provisional, highly negotiable 
and dynamic in the interaction with mordern science” (Briggs. 2005). Local 
knowledge would not become less local when it incorporates the elements of 
modernity but such modern forms of knowledge would become local when it is 
contextualised in a local use system. That is a dynamic interplay that exists 
between the contours of creativity within traditional knowledge system and the 
influence of interaction with formalized science (Gupta. 2010). 
 
In what follows, I use the concept ‘local knowledge’ to refer to the Lahu’s 
understanding of their environment, which they have reshaped to 
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accommodate the many changes brought by the state's environmental politics. 
Local knowledge is therefore not only a mode of comprehension, but also a 
process of negotiation with hegemonic ecology and local communities do not 
anymore live in isolation so research on resource use and conservation needs 
to investigate the impact of their necessary interactions with other social 
groups (Laungaramsri. 2001). To assume otherwise, imagining a strict 
dichotomy between traditional knowledge and state conservation, particularly 
undermines research into local knowledge. I particularly attend to the 
interactions of state and local discourses. As suggested in Corner, Peace and 
Trigger (2012: 220), anthropological approach to environmentalism should be 
‘particularly concerned with the discursive techniques”. So too, Doolittle 
considers discourse analysis an effective way of “examining knowledge 
production, power, and politics” (2005: 6).”  Moreover, putting state discourse 
and peoples’ responses in a single analytic frame allows a clearer view of 
“human agency in social changes and how “responses to state intervention 
are expressed through negotiation and resistance” (ibid:7). My study attempts 
to do just this. The accounts of local environmental narratives and the 
anecdotes of local understandings and daily forms of negotiation and 
resistance offered here reveal the complexities of social relations and tensions 
among diverse groups and individuals involved in the environmental 
processes in Muser Hills. The following chapters will critically reflect on the 
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Lahu’s individual and collective deployment of environmental narratives and 
tactics alongside the state or external forces that framed these engagements. 
As the following chapters demonstrate, the Lahu actively and dynamically 
reconstruct their understanding of their natural surroundings in and through 
contentious encounters with state interventions. For the Lahu, encounters with 
forced eviction – a form of both social and physical exclusion – urged them to 
reframe their understandings of environmental governance. This does not 
entail a total refusal of state’s forestry. Rather, the Lahu draw on elements of 
the state’s conservation projects – and the environmentalist discourse –  to 
justify and, alongside practical adaptations, reimagine their own actions. Their 
ability – so far successful –  to resist the state’s resettlement program relies on 
the skillful appropriation of environmental discourses recognized outside of 
their community. For instance, while encouragement from a local monastery 
helped the Lahu transition to a more sustainable form of cultivation, elements 
of Buddhism provided the idiom and framework for a locally-driven re-visioning 
of sustainable ecology. In chapter 2, I focus on how Buddhist 
environmentalism or Buddhist environmental discourse, as introduced by 
monks in the forest, has played a key role in formulating local attitudes 
towards development and local ecology.   
Such an approach to “local knowledge” addresses gaps in contemporary 
scholarship and contributes to a ‘more informed and inclusive approaches to 
environmental management and policy’ and also to making ‘visible how 
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current systems of environmental governance are negotiated through 
discourses of power/knowledge and what effects they ultimately produce’ (as 
suggested by Heatherington. 2013: 162). Research on local environmental 
wisdom / knowledge (phumpanyathongthin) in the Northern Thai context is 
‘shaped by concerns about the local impacts of state politics and 
commercialization,’ and in turn leads to ‘the promotion of local knowledge, 
especially by NGOs and activist academics, selectively emphasizing those 
aspects that are oriented to subsistence agriculture and traditional 
engagement with natural resources’ (Walker. 2001 and Forsyth and Walker. 
2012). This focus on the traditional, authentic or unchanged has somewhat 
neglected the dynamism of ‘local knowledge’; local strategies for dealing with 
state officials and navigating power relations remain understudied. To address 
this gap, of the local wisdom, ‘phumpanyathongthin’ discussed in my thesis is 
perhaps best understood through its dynamism – local knowledge here means 
to adopt, deploy and exploit practical discourses, social networks, daily power 
relations and social interactions, and available assets to adapt daily life, 
livelihood and community identity to changing circumstances.  
Environmentalism is as much a state of being as it is a mode of conduct 
or a set of policies towards the environment. Environmentalism can take the 
form of public consciousness and can be ‘found in the institutionalized 
practices of non-industrial peoples, and in their responses to external threats’ 
(O’Riordan. 1981, Hannerz. 1992, and Milton. 1993). Broadly, the term 
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‘environmentalism’ refers to the principle – whether held explicitly or implicitly 
in practices – that the environment should be protected, particularly from 
harmful effects of human activities, through human efforts. The environment, 
in other words, is a human responsibility. Needless to say, variations of this 
basic concept can be found across groups dedicated to environmental 
protection, be they governments, ‘green’ political parties (Milton. 1996), self-
identifying communities or ethnic groups. Thus environmentalism, which 
reflects “basic questions of allocation of, competition for, and conflict over 
resources”, is closely entwined in community, culture, society and nation and 
both reflects and influences social, economic and political process (Hirsch. 
1990 and Hirsh and Warren. 1998). 
In Thailand, state environmentalism has increasingly met countervailing 
pressures from non-governmental organizations, Buddhist and social 
movements, and the active engagement of peripheral rural populations. As a 
result, ideas of the environment and environmentalism have become 
institutionalized in various forms, both within and outside government (Hirsch. 
1997: 6-7). In the study that follows, I use the term ‘environmentalism’ to 
convey those ideas and practices –mobilized by monks and Lahu villagers in a 
national park in order to better conserve their surrounding environment. 
However, in this case, such environmentalism is fundamentally also a way for 
the Lahu to assert their claims to the forest, and preserve those aspects of 
their community identity that they associate with it, while still adapting to the 
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state’s imposed restrictions on land use and protecting themselves against the 
threat of forced eviction.  That environmentalism is a dynamic version of local 
mode of environmental conduct, starting from local knowledge.   
Lahu environmentalism is very much “a political space for voices with 
limited alternative means of asserting claims over resources” (Hirsch and 
Warren. 1998: 304).  I thus approach environmentalism here not only from 
environmental concerns by governments or other activist and social groups, 
but rather "as part of the politics of response to threats on livelihood 
particularly for the marginalized groups" (Hirsch and Warren. 1998 and Yap. 
1998). The interplay of ideas and discourses in the national park demonstrates 
the multifaceted nature of environmental discourses and how a marginalized 
group can appropriate them into a legitimizing tool for local opposition to 
state’s conservation agenda.  
Yet even beyond this strategic deployment of ‘environmentalism’, as I will 
show, Lahu environmentalism permeates and transforms every aspect of their 
ways of life.  Thinking about not just environmentalism, but environmental 
discourse allows us to think through how social reality is constituted by the 
organization of knowledge in communication. The generation and deployment 
of environmentalist discourses is not just communication about the 
environment, but also the process through which an understanding of the 
environment and environmental responsibilities are constituted (Fairclough. 
1992:3 and Milton. 1993:8-9). In this context, I interweave the implications of 
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both terms – environmentalism and environmental discourse – to refer to the 
content and practice of Buddhist ideas of conservation, the strategically-
deployed visions of Lahu environmentalism promoted to external actors (the 
state, Thai environmentalists, etc.) and the practically-constructed 
environmental knowledge of local people. I argue that the Lahu’s innovative 
and dynamic approaches to conservation and environmental practice 
contribute to the establishment of local ‘environmentalism’ which is 
substantially livelihood-based. 
 
Locating the Lahu in Southeast Asian hinterland landscape  
In Thailand, the Lahu are addressed as ‘chao khaw”9, or hill people 
practicing ‘Rai Luan Loy’ / nomadic movement cultivation which the state 
believed could harm water supply and ecological stability of the country. In 
other words, ‘chao khaw’ together with ‘rai luan loy’ were terms used to depict 
underdeveloped, non-Thai people whose cultivation is destructive to 
environment and threatening to the welfare of the country (Laungaramsri. 
1999; Wichanakul. 2000; Renard. 2000 and Buergin. 2001). Based on the 
mainstream narrative about ‘chao khaw’ as forest destroyers, the Thai state’s 
                                                      
9 The shift from ‘chao pa’/ Forest people to ‘chao khaw’ / hill tribe people to ‘chao Thai 
phukhaw’ / Thai people in the hills brings with it implications of a national community including 
hill people. Historically, the term ‘chao khaw’ or ‘chao pa’ was used to denote non-Thai 
minority groups by virtue of where they lived. ‘Chao Pa’ came first, then ‘Chao khaw’ came into 
use for ethnic minority groups on the margins of Tai polities. Both were conceived as opposite 
to ‘Muang,’ which referred to the ‘civility’ and ‘human domain’ of ethnic Thai groups 
(Wichanakul. 2000 and Buergin. 2001). ‘Chao khaw’ (hill tribes) has become the dominant 
term in a nationalist discourse wherein the ‘chao khaw’ was differentiated from people of a 
lowland ‘civilized’ way of living.  
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environmental politics have imposed constraints on local access to forest and 
land resources.  
A major aspect of contests between Lahu and the Thai state, as for many 
other highland communities, has been access, or “the ability of an individual, 
family, group, class or community to use resources which are directly required 
to secure a livelihood in normal, pre-disaster time, and their ability to adapt to 
new and threatening situations” (Wisner, Blakie and Cannon. 2004: 94). Like 
uplanders all over northern Thailand and those in other Southeast Asian 
margins, the Lahu in Tak province have resorted to dynamic various forms of 
resistance, negotiation and even cooperation to navigate the power relations 
with regard to conservation. These people have conducted concerted actions, 
over protests or forms of daily resistance and negotiation.  Up to local settings 
and socio-political circumstances, different communities choose appropriate 
strategies for themselves. 
  In addition to a serious analysis of the production of environmental 
knowledge, my ethnography also takes close snapshots of the ways the Lahu 
deal with state environmentalism as a form of power. In doing so, my analysis 
is informed by an existing literature on how, across Southeast Asia, 
communities dwelling in the margins of their respective states – be they 
highland or peninsular – have confronted, resisted and adapted to state 
intervention in the name of environmentalism. 
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Across Southeast Asia, state conservation practices often minimize or 
ignore any sense of forests as lived places. They treat forest landscapes as 
“sites of non-culturally defined natural resources” (Tsing. 2003:  27). For those 
who live in the forest, this vision of a human-free conservation has often 
meant resettlement by forced eviction or exclusion (Jon. 2001 and Hirsch. 
1990). Exclusion refers here both to compulsory resettlement and subtler 
ways of preventing people from access to natural resources. Exclusion 
involves a process in which ‘people who have access lose it’ and the broad 
‘array of powers that prevent people from benefiting from land’ (Ribot and 
Peluso 2003, and Hall, Hirsch and Li. 2011).  The excision or omission of the 
human element from state preservation agendas cannot merely be explained 
by the ideal of the pristine forest. Rather, it is also about state power. Policies 
such as forced resettlement are based on the purpose of modern Southeast 
Asian governments to have control their subjects in settled communities. In 
other words, conservation and preservation programs become a way of 
“making an elusive population more accessible to the various disciplinary 
strategies of state power” (Salemink. 1997 as cited in Taylor, P. 2008: 10). 
  Southeast Asian states’ approach to those peoples who live in 
‘conservation zones’ are thus a clear example of what Scott (1998: 310) 
conceptualized as the “thin, schematic model[s] of social organization and 
production, ‘forming simplified rules which can never generate ... functioning 
community' and are often explicitly destructive of it”. These states deploy 
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technological and ecological ideologies, along with other scientific claims, to 
manage natural resources –restricting or rendering untenable the livelihoods 
of many of those communities who live within. Often based in Western 
classifications and expertise, state conservation projects have moreover “been 
demonstrated to have emanated from extraction-based forestry and make little 
sense either for the governance of conflicted conservation spaces or the 
understanding of livelihood-based forest uses” (Delang, Vogt and Wong. 2007: 
652).  In practice, state conservation policies can destroy socio-political 
competence and interrupt socio-economic development. Beyond this, 
“declining local property rights over these forest resources has an impact that 
goes beyond economic loss” (Tuck-Po, Jong and Ken-ichi. 2003: 123) as local 
identities, values and culture are often embedded in livelihood practices and 
relationship to the forest. Scientific forestry can thus be understood as a form 
of structural domination and discrimination towards their peripheries. 
In return, highland communities have had to respond to external efforts to 
regulate, manage, or conserve their environments. As a growing literature in 
environmental anthropology, political ecology, and geography has shown, 
these communities’ responses are influenced and shaped by the wide-ranging 
political-economic conditions, ecological circumstances, and political 
structures that form the context and arenas of contestation in any given case. 
Within these fields, researchers have also noted that local conservation efforts 
have sometimes resulted in various reifications of local culture. The nature of 
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people’s responses derives from local sociocultural and political-economic 
circumstances, including local interpretations of the cultures and mechanisms 
of resource control (Peluso.1992). Within this broader framing, researchers on 
environmental conservation in Southeast Asian margins have pursued 
questions of how environmental epistemologies emerge in both specific local 
settings and contexts and the region in general. Their research has shown 
how otherwise marginalized peoples who are dynamic social and political 
actors find their ways to navigate or resist asymmetrical power relations.  
The Lahu in Tak Province offer a striking example of just such dynamics. 
As I will detail in this study, the Lahu have done more than simply stave off the 
incursions of the state; they have had a (relatively) high level of success in 
generating and circulating their own environmental narratives. Exposure to 
external conservation initiatives – Buddhist environmentalism, elements of 
state forestry through joint projects, and assistance from other supporters – 
has influenced local decisions and thinking about resource control, cultivation 
mode, and forms of livelihood. Moreover, the Lahu did not deploy and invoke 
tradition to resist forced eviction. Rather, they crafted a new identity for 
themselves by adjusting their ‘traditions’ so that they both incorporated, and 
offered a plausible counter to, contemporary environmental concepts and 
paradigms. As I argue, this revision is not simply a strategic deployment but 
signals a kind of reinvention on the part of being Lahu in a contested 
environment. In other words, the Lahu’s production of a novel form of ‘Lahu’ 
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environmental knowledge and identity was forged through conflicts over 
resource control and the interplay of different ecological ideas, and how such 
knowledge is both reflected in, and emerges from, actual daily practices, 
environmental behaviors and projects that enhance sustainable conservation 
and secure local livelihood.  
To treat environmental preservation as an exercise of state power and 
local negotiation with it is to recognize power as both regulation and force.10 
Regulation includes both formal and informal constraints imposed by state 
authorities to govern access and facilitate forced eviction. In the case of the 
Lahu’s treatment by the Thai state, force refers to Royal Forest Department 
(RFD) which uses weapons to patrol protected / no-trespassing zones and to 
enforce state restrictions on Lahu forestry practices (which the Lahu routinely 
break). Force is a ‘ubiquitous underpinning of exclusion’ (Hall, Hirsch, and Li. 
2011:17), legitimated in this case by environmental concerns and 
institutionalized through regulation. Beyond institutional politics, the notion of 
power should also be examined in its everyday presentations and practices 
such as local people’s encounters with forest patrollers in protected forest 
zones.  
Thus the Thai state’s exclusion projects and the Lahu’s counter-exclusion 
tactics turn the protected area of the national park into a key site for examining 
                                                      
10 Hall, Hirsh and Li (2011: 15 – 19) define powers in the studies on environmental politics as 
comprising of regulation, force, market and legitimation. Regulations determine boundaries of 
land, prescribe kinds of land use and kinds of ownership and usufruct claims in different areas 
of land and make claims about which individuals, households, groups and state agencies have 
rule-backed claims to particular pieces of land.  
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how negotiated power relations shape and respond to social, economic and 
political changes. On the side of the state, the process of designating 
protected lands involved the production of an intelligible, regulated and 
regulate-able entity. Through forest regulations, classifications, and maps 
assigning names to lands and territories, the ‘national park’ was effectively 
produced (Delang 2007 and Laungaramsri 2001). In turn, the Lahu - strategic 
and rational actors rather than “ecologically noble savages” (to use Lynch and 
Tabott’ words 1995: 24) - used similar methods to counter the state’s power 
imposition. Subsequent chapters will show how the Lahu respond to ‘force’ by 
forest patrollers on a daily basis and how they both conform to and violate 
‘regulations’ in different forest zones. When adroitly negotiated, marginality 
can be a ‘source of empowerment and a means of self-assertion’ (Masquelier. 
2001: 20-22).   
Indeed, many communities in Thailand, Vietnam and Indonesia have 
succeeded in resisting or adapting to state environmental policies (Peluso 
1995, Laungaramsri 2002 and Sikor 2006). Despite Southeast Asia being 
considered as ‘problematic as a regional category’ (Dwyer. 1990, Rigg. 1991 
and Hirsh and Warren. 2002) many marginalized upland communities across 
region, be it mainland or peninsular, share in ‘the ecology and production of 
livelihood’ (Hirsch and Warren. 2002: 5) that cannot be divorced from 
customary environmental surroundings. Even as the contours of individual 
conflicts depending on the social-political and natural conditions in local 
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contexts, many Southeast Asian highland communities have mobilized similar 
combinations of local knowledge, strategic discourse appropriation, market-
expansion and mobilization of external networks to protect their livelihoods 
and assert their fundamental land rights. In the face of forced eviction, and 
state programs which label their activities – even their presence – as counter 
to environmental preservation. Highlanders all across Southeast Asia have 
strategically mobilized their local environmental knowledge to “reverse the 
negative characterization of their land and resource use practices” and argue 
that state’s exclusion programs and forestry cannot assure sustainable 
management of the forest while their customary traditions do (Hall, Hirsch and 
Li. 2011: 173).  
Their counters have taken place at many levels. At the household level 
communities have taken a number of initiatives to both secure and adapt their 
traditional forms of livelihood, including ‘the insertion of cash crops, the 
redeployment of household labor, and the taking on of broader (often non-
rural) livelihood aspirations and strategies’. At the community level, 
highlanders have taken collective action, often ‘the result of a micro processes 
involving agency variables such as solidarity, identity, and social networks’ 
(Turner and Caouette. 2009: 26) to make ‘institutional arrangements for 
management of land and forests to varying degrees of participation in or 
resistance’ to government projects’ (Cramb et al 2009)11.   
                                                      
11 Such was the case of the Kantu tribesmen in West Kalimantan and the Batek in Tama 
Negara national park in peninsular Malaysia (Dove MR 2011 and Tuck Po 2011). In Laos and 
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As previously mentioned, local environmentalisms - based on ideals of co-
existence between humans and nature – were downplayed or ignored in the 
national forestry discourses and their human-free conservation theory. The 
divide between these two paradigms rendered the active participation of the 
local people in natural management problematic for state’s seeking to impose 
a human-free ideal of forest reservation. “One of the fault lines that often 
appear in these conflicts are the explicitly spatial and social contexts that 
inform encounters between local and scientific knowledge” (Sletto. 2005: 7).  
Different spatial and social conditions influence the forms of adaptive 
livelihood and response to state’s policies that local peoples often take. For 
instance, due to environmental regulations in forest reserves, some locals 
selectively integrate themselves into market systems to broaden their 
economic opportunities and find economic outlets that best fit both their needs 
and belief systems (as in the case of upland groups in northern Vietnam in 
Michaud and Forsyth. 2011: 100-122). Others strategically combine elements 
of local, culturally-embedded and socially-significant forest resource 
management along with efforts to renew collaboration between local 
customary and state authorities, as in the case of Oecusse villagers in East 
Timor (Meitzner. 2007).  In an Indonesian example, tribal communities in the 
Mentus Mountains integrate their own cultural objectives and priorities within 
                                                                                                                                                                                
Vietnam, when the states’ development policies prevented highlanders from accessing natural 
resources, they began to engage more actively in the broader market economies while 
drawing on culture and ethnicity to preserve values of traditional livelihood (Michaud and 
Forsyth. 2011 and Turner and Michaud. 2015).  
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the state’s sustainable development program, helping shape and promote 
initiatives to facilitate the interests of their own community (Tsing.1999). 
Marginalized groups in southern Negros in the Philippines have formed local 
activist initiatives and have pursued active involvement in both legal and 
armed opposition (Yap. 2002). Another way that local populations have 
claimed legal rights to land is through the assertion of land ties based in 
collective memory and traditional cultural habitats. Such was the case of the 
Orang Asli in Peninsular Malaysia (Nah. 2008 and Persoon and Slee. 2004).  
Like most other Southeast Asian countries, Thailand’s forest policy has 
relied on the widespread plantation forestry as a means of managing 
watersheds, often using Scandinavian pine (Laungaramsri. 2000 and Walker 
and Forsyth. 2014). Moreover, in the northern highlands, state forestry has 
been shaped by the identification of those ecosystems that function as 
watersheds for the lowland plains and cities, as well as by national security 
concerns about citizenship and state control over lands (Forsyth. 2005). The 
scientific foundations of Thailand’s forest policy are based on environmental 
narratives designed by a group of civil engineers. Such narratives are 
circulated and reinforced by state forest departments, who use science as a 
“means to define themselves with authority and legitimacy within political 
debates about forest policy” (Sayer and Maginnis. 2005: 165-176).  
Underwritten by scientific authority, there has been widespread support for 
the narrative that upland slash-and-burn agriculture (shifting cultivation) is to 
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blame for lowland water shortage in central plains and cities. Such 
explanations overlook both the increased demand for water, and the ability of 
upland farmers to protect resources (e.g. Alford. 1992 and Forsyth. 1997 and 
2005). Conversely, some Thai scholars and social activists have promoted the 
concept of so-called “community (or “local”) culture” (wattanatham chumchon) 
as an alternative to state-led development. Critics, in turn, label such notions 
as both romantic (un-scientific) and counter-productive to development (Rigg. 
1991). In this context, I argue that the Lahu of Tak province play an active role 
in a “process of engaging in dialogue and responding to and negotiating with 
the modern system of knowledge and its domination” (Laungaramsri. 2001:7). 
The Lahu in Tak province, appropriate all forms of practical discourse, drawing 
on state ad scientific discourses, as well as those of activist sympathizers and 
scholars, to fundamentally retool local knowledge, reshape their livelihood and 
adapt their existence in order to successfully navigate state-driven 
environmental regulation. 
Writing about environmental politics in the highland region of northern 
Thailand, Forsyth and Walker (2008) point out that debates on the ‘upland 
crisis’ have been unproductive. They note that public debates have typically 
viewed upland residents as either ‘forest destroyers’ – oversimplifying 
conditions of environmental situations by using language of ‘rigorous science’ 
-  or ‘forest guardians’ – drawing on the language of indigenous knowledge to 
argue that local residents can manage the fragile landscape. They argue that 
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these two overly-reductive framings – destroyers or guardians – as well as the 
broader ‘people-oriented’ and ‘nature-oriented’ discourses they signal, should 
give way to more critical investigation. “Environmental narratives,” they write, 
“are simplified explanations of environmental cause and effect that emerge in 
contexts where environmental knowledge and social order are mutually 
dependent” (ibid:17). They further argue that current environmental debates in 
Northern Thailand fail to acknowledge the social and political factors that 
underlie how environmental knowledge is made and used, including the fact 
that local knowledge cannot be seen as a simple antidote to ‘scientific’ 
knowledge (ibid: 13-14). “Environmental knowledge should not be reduced to 
the claims and counter-claims of state and social actors, but rather as 
something new emerging from changing interactions over time, and often 
based in various elements of agreement (Forsyth and Walker. 2014:  411), or 
what Hajer (1995: 65) calls ‘discourse coalitions.’” In reality, environmental 
uncertainties of water supply, forest protection and biodiversity are more 
complex than described in environmental narrative by the state or the local 
populations, both of which impose meanings and ideas to achieve their own 
ends.  
Social science has long encouraged more research on the complex and 
dynamic relationships between state and society (Peluso. 1993, Scott. 1998 
and Forsyth and Walker. 2008). Across a variety of disciplines – geography, 
anthropology and political ecology – scholarship on environmental politics in 
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Southeast Asia’s highland communities  has favored a ‘bottom-up’ approach 
that focused on local values, individual voices and the lived experiences to 
make sense of community livelihood, the production of local environmental 
knowledge, and daily forms of resistance to the imposition of state power12 In 
their study of rural resistance and agrarian transition, Turner and Caoutte 
(2009) call for more attention to the broad spectrum of resistance. Resistance 
is not always a clear-cut process and can eve, in some contexts, blur into ‘so-
called’ compliance. Turner and Caoutte urge scholars to conduct more micro-
analyses of everyday forms of resistance - from hidden, ordinary, and 
seemingly passive to more overt, extraordinary and actively defiant. They 
further call for resistance to be examined along difference scales of actions – 
from the individual and sporadic to the collective and institutionalized – and 
relationships to context and contingency.  
So too, current scholarship makes clear that the analytical purchase of 
“resistance” may be limited. State-society relations can not only be understood 
in terms of opposition and resistance, but rather in terms of the ways that 
actors ‘bind sources of power into relationships of productive exchange rather 
than to resist, subvert, or evade them’ (Walker. 2012: 58 and Forsyth and 
Walker. 2014). Taking the critiques of Walker, Forsyth, Turner, and Caoutte as 
a point of departure, my study on the Lahu looks closely at how the Thai 
                                                      
12 Forsyth and Walker 2008, Tsing 1993, 1998, 1999 2003 and 2008; Peluso 2000 and 2011; 
Turner and Michaud 2012 and Ellen 1999 and 2006, Rosaldo 2003; Michaud and Forsyth 
2011; Zerner 2003 and Delang 2003; Jackson 2002; Jonsson 2003, 2004 and 2005; and 
Laungaramsri 2001. 
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state’s environmental policies impact their ways of life and at their efforts to 
sustain their livelihood in the forest. I contend that a more ethnographically-
grounded approach to forest communities in northern Thailand can reveal the 
complexity of local people’s adaptive capabilities, show them to be intertwined 
with their encounter with state environmentalism, and help push beyond 
categorical reductions and false oppositions such as forest dweller/forest 
destroyers, state/locals, and compliance/resistance.  
 Cultural practices and traditional forms of a sustained livelihood not fixed, 
but rather dynamic. Through my immersion in the Lahu community, I have 
come to see that studying the uplanders in relation to the Thai state’s policies 
first and foremost means investigating how they define themselves in relation 
to each other, to the nearby forest monks, to forest officials and state agents, 
and to other Thai people. The National Park is a site of social interaction and 
social production, worked through a complex of habitual and hierarchical 
relationships among parties involved. Recognizing this, the approach I take in 
this study attempts to situate the community in ‘a broader field of social actors 
and political agencies’ (as suggested by Milton. 1996: 213) and to trace the 
interaction between local actors and powerful social forces at all levels of 
social organization and political activity.  
The Lahu evolve, adapt and are open to all practical discourses that can 
contribute to their survival strategies. I will argue that the ability to adapt 
manifests in the way the Lahu appropriate the landscapes that they settle into 
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and turn them into sites of identity and power. Through fine-grained 
ethnographic account of the Lahu living in a protected area, I thus aim to shed 
light on how the “local” is a dynamic and adaptive way of life that takes into 
account state’s politics, environmental processes, individual and collective 
agency, local culture and identity, and the actions of other state and non-state 
actors.  My analysis is simultaneously socio-cultural, environmental and 
spatial and, I contend, adds to current scholarly and policy debates over 
resource management and the process of ‘state created territory.’  
I still recall one afternoon in May 2013, when I joined Wanlapha (a local 
teacher at a village school) and some other experienced locals as they re-
surveyed the forests and took photos of important landmarks.  Gorgeous Lahu 
costumes with red, green and yellow stripes and embroidered flowers stood 
out from the dark green jungle bushes, like spirits of the forest, which seemed 
to vividly proclaim both the harmony of human-forest coexistence and the 
defiance of the Lahu’s continued presence. With her camera in hand, and 
wearing her traditional Lahu costume, Wanlapha spoke words of confidence: 
“We are true forest guardians and this is our home.” (phuak raw pen khon 
raksa pa, pen phuphithak pa let pa khuu ban khong raw). She pointed her 
finger out towards the far reaches of the forest to indicate the different farming 
zones, protected forests, and community forest. In every direction, I saw hills 
blanketed with green color.  
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I conducted my fieldwork over 12 months from June 2013 to July 2014 in 
the hills. I got to know most villagers during three months collecting data for 
my master thesis on national education in the community. In 2013, I came 
back to find myself acquainted with most villagers. The village chief Jakaphol 
once again introduced me to many puchans (experts in tradition) and most 
households so that they could help me during my stay with them. Kaphol then 
brought me to the tilt house of Phi Nake and phi Khobe (husband and wife) 
having a 12-year-old son and asked them to help hosting me. Since that day, I 
have been more and more a close member of the family. The Lahu people 
looked at me as a researcher in local culture - nak witchai wathanatham 
thonghtin. So at the first stage of my fieldwork, they were so eager to expose 
me to many animistic ceremonies and village’s cultural events. When there 
was a wedding, my host informed me one day in advance so that I could join 
them to observe. After a few weeks building more rapport with key informants 
in the village, I raised more questions about forced eviction, their sufferings 
under environmental constraints in the national park and what and how they 
have done to adapt to changes in their traditional habitat. Once they knew that 
I took great interest in their new ecology and local livelihood, these people 
invited me to join them in many environmental projects.  
My ethnography seeks to shed new light on the process of knowledge 
production in the margins and to understand the power relations behind the 
control over access to natural resources and the politics of conservation.  
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Therefore, it was important to note down locals’ memories of their encounters 
with state people since the forest was declared a national park. Farming on 
rice fields and collecting forest products with the Lahu helped me gain more 
insights into the shift in their understandings about nature. Informal interviews 
with forest patrollers revealed more details about daily power relations 
between them and local people. 
 My good command of standard Thai language (four skills) helped me 
tremendously in communicating with forest monks and state officials. That the 
villagers speak very good standard Thai - as they accumulated through their 
interaction with Thai lowlanders and for young generations they learned 
central Thai from school – was a huge advantage for my daily communication 
with them.  My basic Lahu language he;ped me break the ice with villagers 
over 60 years old, who spoke Lahu more often than Thai. For interviews with 
the puchans (most of them over 60 years old) who were not so proficient in 
using Thai language, I got Wanlapha – a Lahu school teacher and a close 
friend of mine to translate from Lahu to Thai. Younger Lahu usually talked Thai 
to one another in my presence. 
My data collection was conducted in many forms (formal and informal 
interviews, participatory observation, and archival work – relevant Thai 
language documents). In some circumstances, a dinner with a household or 
harvesting rice on their farms turned out very revealing. I was able to 
investigate what the people really thought and talked about themselves and 
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others, especially the state people and about their environmental projects. 
Such occasions also exposed me to how a sustainable ecology was initiated, 
produced and practiced on a daily basis.  I got the chance to really perform 
conservation work with these people by collecting fresh banana leaves to 
cover an area of land as a way of forest-fire protection in dry seasons or plant 
coffee trees in thin forest zones. Such snippets of local knowledge in the hills 
were noted down in my ethnography to be reframed into a more systematic 
document of local ecology.  My interdisciplinary research based on 
approaches and concepts mostly from political ecology and environmental 
anthropology allowed me to gain insights into both strategic and spontaneous 
actions by the people towards state’s politics. The interdisciplinary combination 
also facilitated me in analyzing how knowledge production happened from 
within the environment and in the specific socio-political and economic setting 
of a protected area.  
      My dissertation, entitled ‘Guardians of the forest’: Local knowledge and 
environmental policy in a Northern Thai National Park is a product of more 
than one-year ethnographic fieldwork among the Lahu in Muser Hills. The 
anecdotes and analysis herein will take readers on an over thirty-year journey 
from initial Lahu resistance to forced eviction, to their incorporation of Buddhist 
environmentalism and other conservation ideas into their traditional 
understandings of the environment, to their strategic crafting of an ethnic 
identity as forest guardians, and on to the spatial tactics and engagement in a 
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wider socio-economic landscape of the hill markets. This story unfolds over 
five chapters: 
         Chapter 1 is an introductory section which presents my main arguments, 
theoretical framework, methodology, and scholarly contribution. Chapter 2 
demonstrates how a new ecology was forged out of the political and social 
relations regarding forced eviction and the imposition of environmental 
constraints on local livelihood. Initially, high on The Thai state’s conservation 
agenda in Taksin Maharat National Park was to evict Lahu residents and 
forest monks who had their hermitage alongside Lahu village. To protect their 
ascetic residence and to help local community counter hegemonic exclusion, 
forest monks formulated a Buddhist environmental discourse. New Buddhist 
ideas and guidelines of natural conservation contributed to reshaping people’s 
understandings of their surrounding nature and instigated the real construction 
of local knowledge. In their alliance with forest monks, the Lahu actively and 
innovatively incorporated Buddhist environmental ethics to adapt their mode of 
cultivation and then to craft a new identity for themselves as ‘forest guardians’.  
       The discussion of Chapter 3 focuses mainly on how the Lahu develop their 
new ecology – of which traditional wisdom and Buddhist ecology are 
fundamental – to a higher level of sustainability in order to facilitate the 
defense of their rightful residence in the national park and to navigate power 
relations involving control over access to natural resources. Exposed to many 
ideas of conservation from outside, the Lahu keep reconstructing their 
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environmental knowledge to adapt to the new socio-economic setting in the 
hills, turning the national park into a key site of harmonious co-existence 
between human and nature. In so doing, they have crafted a new identity for 
themselves as ‘forest guardians’ that many other upland communities learn 
from. In their strategic response to state’s environmental politics, the Lahu also 
practice conformity and non-conformity towards state’s regulations on a daily 
basis.  Daily power relations between locals and state people also manifest 
people’s tactics to resist, negotiate and cooperate with the state.  
              Chapter 4 explores critically into the marketplace which together with the 
forest is also a site of contestation, complex social interaction and power 
relations regarding access to space and place.  The chapter’s analysis of 
people’s dynamics at the marketplace highlights a strong sense of local 
agency in their efforts to create economic resources for themselves, going 
beyond a self-sufficiency economy to engage in a wider socio-economic 
setting. Progressing from previous chapters I investigate how marginalized 
people have individually and collectively mobilized different forms of social and 
cultural capitals to secure and expand their livelihood in the market processes.  
The chapter’s discussion re-emphasizes the approach to conservation in 
marginal communities (as suggested by Li. 2001) that people’s engagement in 
trading their local products manifest important implications for conservation 
because ‘local livelihood is not constituted in isolation from market processes’. 
Market processes are being remade and their market practices reconfigured 
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through a broad range of overt and covert actions in order to maintain the new 
mode of cultivation in the forest. Like the forest, the marketplace has been 
turned into a site of self-assertion in the face of state regulation and the Thai 
lowlander’s intervention.  
                 Chapter 5 – Conclusion wraps up the ethnography of local knowledge, 
adaptive ecology and people’s dynamics in both spontaneous and strategic 
responses to the Thai state’s environmental politics. The Chapter re-frames all 
findings and arguments in the preceding chapters to re-address the two main 
research questions as raised earlier.  In answering the questions, I show that 
the Lahu people living in a National Park of northern Thailand have 
appropriated and transformed nationally-defined ‘protected forest zones’ into 
sites of ethnic and cultural production. Looking closely at locals’ dynamic 
responses to various state’s politics, I find that the real source of self-
empowerment rests in their new discursive regime of ecological knowledge. 
These people exert a powerful sense of agency for themselves in the face of 
rigid national policies that are often not in their favor. Their creative integration 
of traditional concepts and contemporary environmentalist and state 
discourses has generated a sustainable ecology to resist forced eviction and 
adapt to new changes in their natural habitat. By taking an active role in 
conservation, documenting and circulating their efforts, they maintain a 
conscientious and proud existence in the hills. They have asserted their 
position as rightful residents and successful forest guardians. Conservation 
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stories in Muser hills prompt us to rethink protected areas in Southeast Asian 
or elsewhere in the world that protected areas should not be imagined as a 
site of total contestation. Conflicts over environmental discourses cannot be 
reduced to a simple standoff between two opposing sides - the state and local 
tradition - but rather can be seen as a process of compromise, combination 
























             As mentioned earlier, the forest zones where the Lahu have been 
residing was declared as a National Park in 1981. The first step to implement 
the national park project was to move people out to resettlement locations in 
lowland Khlong Lan Amphoe (county) of Kamphengphet Province. The sight of 
official state personnel holding long riffles in military uniform intruding on the 
village many times in a month and threatening villagers to move out of the 
forest is engraved on the memories of the puchans. For the first time, they 
encountered state people stopping them from collecting forest products in their 
habitat. The practice of ‘rai luang loy’ – slash and burn agriculture was 
severely interrupted by the forest patrollers. These state people stopped Lahu 
right on their farms from cultivating rice and corn on many land areas, 
threatening to bring locals to court and warning that serious violation may 
result in a jail sentence of up to one or two years. Following the monk’s advice 
(Ajarn Den), the Lahu abandoned slash-and-burn cultivation to switch to other 
modes of forestry. The Buddhist environmentalism of the local monks and 
forest-use expertise of the Lahu have proven to be a dynamic and adaptive 
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force in the face of contentious interactions with the state and its forestry 
agenda. 
  “They never held the monk in respect, even the temple was forced to 
move out of this forest reserve. Lucky that  we have Ajarn Den as a great 
assistant to to fight against amnat13”  said Japhuu, the former headman during 
the 80s when forced eviction in the forest got intense. On the same afternoon 
in May 2013 as mentioned earlier, surveying the forest together with 
Wanlapha, Japhuu, Kaphol and a few other young villagers, I found stories of 
forced eviction more revealing. Especially, my fantasies of the monks and their 
assistance for the Lahu in the midst of threats of eviction became more vivid.  
After my very first grand venture into the forest with locals, from the urge 
to get to know these monks better, I made many visits to the temple located in 
a hill at a higher level of around 500 meters from the village.  After talks with 
Ajarn Pok, a student of Ajarn Den and current abbot of the temple, I learned 
that they identify themselves as ‘forest monks’ who are immune to any 
environmental activism. Their practice and ideology do not correlate with those 
by  other  activist  monks involved in environmental projects14 elsewhere in 
                                                      
13 Amnat in Thai language literally means Power. Mr. Japhuu used the phrase ‘tosu kab amnat’ 
to mean ‘fight against power’ in the story he told about Ajarn Den that afternoon.  
14 In the 1970s, development monks (Phra Nak Phattana) promoted grassroots economic 
development and then many became ecology activists and systemized their eco-Dhammic 
ethics as interpreted from Buddhist principles to promote concern towards the nature. These 
monks worked independently in different localities in the margins of Thailand (Taylor. 1993, 
Darlington. 1998 and Darlington. 1990). According to Darlington (2013: 252 – 257), Buddhist 
environmental knowledge was constructed through discussion by monks on meanings, 
methods, philosophies and implications of using Buddhism for environmentalism. With the 
support of national NGOs, Thai Inter-religious Commission for Development (TICD) and 
Wildlife Fund Thailand WFT and local regional lay groups, they hold seminars to justify their 
involvement in environmental and social issues arising from state’s policy towards the 
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other highland localities or North East of Thailand as depicted in many studies  
(Taylor.1993, Darlington.1990 and Darlington.1998).  
In a talk with me, caressing one of his dog named Tae, he told me about 
his Buddhist stream and differentiated him from other monks who are teaching 
Buddhism in villages on the other side of the national route. When asked 
whether what Ajarn Den and other monks including him assisted the Lahu 
against forced eviction and in sustainable forestry an act of environmental 
activism, he gave me a simple answer: “we just simply give back to the 
society”. He went further to tell me that at the coming of more ‘amnat’ (power 
imposition), they – the monks felt the urge to both protect their own hermitage 
in the forest and help local people fight for ‘yutitham’ – justice as they believed 
that forest people must live in the forest – ‘khon pa tong yu nai pa’.  
                 To investigate the role of these ‘forest monks’ / ascetic wandering 
monks in shaping local understanding of egalitarianism and reconstructing 
local ecology, I traced stories of alliance between monks and the Lahu through 
senior villagers, the former and current village chiefs of the village. I look 
closely at elements that these hill people incorporate into their traditional 
forestry from Buddhist environmentalism as initiated by Ajarn Den in their 
spontaneous responses to forced eviction.  New environmental conservation 
                                                                                                                                                                                
peripheral communities. The close relationship between the Buddha and the forest is for a 
narrative for monks to lean on in their explanations about Buddhist Environmentalism. These 
monks introduced alternative discourses against the ‘scientific’ forestry of the state. They 
advocated a harmonious co-existence between human and nature that maintained legitimate 
control over natural resources. The two discourses - state forestry and Buddhist 
environmentalism- therefore, respond to each other (Darlington. 2013).  
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ideas and ethics – which I term as Green Dharma were thus concretely 
established together with an emerging Buddhist identity especially among 
younger generations. Green Dharma in my case study did not start from the 
common position as adopted by many activist monks in northern Thailand that 
‘local forest dwellers will best protect the forest’ (Darlington. 2003). Neither 
does it base on the environmental narrative by other activist monks, which is 
‘the close relationship between the Buddha and the forest, justifying monks’ 
involvement in environmental issues and their criticism of the state’s 
development agenda’.  
 Ecology by forest monks – Green Dharma as I would term, is made of 
context-specific initiatives to help locals deal with forced eviction, 
environmental politics unfavorable to both monks and locals and especially 
help reshape local attitudes towards the nature for a more sustainable 
forestry. The primary Buddhist principle of Green Dharma in Muser hills is the 
practice of compassion and gratitude by monks towards local people, which 
instigated a sense of responsibility to help resolve the envrionmental conflict. 
In other words, Buddhist ecological ethics in the forest are rooted in monks’ 
compassion and gratitude towards the Lahu under the state’s suppresion. 
Such ecology involves mostly the creation of new alternatives for natural 
conservation and local livelihood. Green Dharma takes its form and content by 
forest monks and is conducted by hill people, while being merged with local 
knowledge. It is inseparable from practical environmental practice by local 
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community.  Practices of Buddhist environmentalism were infused with temple 
activities that villagers participate in and contribute to. On a higher level, 
leaders of the village launch many self-reliance projects based on monks’ 
consultation over sustainable forestry. 
In this chapter, I argue that to protect their own hermitage and in the same 
time return the favor of locals for giving alms to them, forest monks have 
formulated a Buddhist environmental discourse supporting natural 
conservation. The monks-hill people alliance against forced eviction has 
forged the fundamental production of knowledge of sustainable ecology in the 
hill.  Buddhist environmentalism begins with monks’ practical efforts to protect 
ascetic residence and to help local community counter hegemonic exclusion 
which created real sufferings towards the Lahu people.  
Buddhist ecological practices contribute to the emergence of a new people 
out of a new environment. That said, the application of new ideas and 
guidelines of natural conservation produce enactments and new traits for Lahu 
culture and identity, generating a primary source for these people’s 
sustainable forestry. Such environmental discourse is not a pre-existing 
framework of Buddhist ecological understandings of resource control and 
conservation15. For the context in Muser hills, Buddhist ecology is based on 
many ideas by forest monks on sustainable conservation and natural control. 
It is generated in temple-village joint spontaneous responses to forced 
                                                      
15 Buddhism itself does not have a common framework of philosophy or unified perspective of 
action for the sake of nature but it encourages human discipline, compassion and mindfulness 
to guarantee the well-being of nature. (Eckel, MD. 1997)	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eviction. Buddhist environmentalism is generated to cater to real sufferings of 
villagers under environmental constraints. Meanwhile, the people as active 
agents appropriate most elements for their livelihood and their negotiation with 
state power.  Local wisdom’s interaction with the spontaneous Buddhist 
ecology has engendered new environmental ethics in the hill, substantially 
contributing to local adaptive forestry and sustainable conservation.   
 
Forest monks ‘giving back to society’ 
Theravada Buddhism in its early stage in the land of Siam was extra-
ordinarily able to adapt to local customs, languages, and cultures (Kalama. 
1997: 3) and under different reigns by many rulers, such diverse forms of 
localized Buddhism had been associated with ‘autonomous Buddhist 
principalities’, ‘vassal polities’ and ‘primordial attachments’ threatening to state 
unity and national identity, with little influence from central Siam court, 
especially till in the end of 18th century (Keyes: 2013 and 1971 and Kirsch. 
1973.).  Among these various local forms of Buddhism, during end of the 
fourth reign (1851-68) under King Mongkut and early fifth reign (1868-1910) 
under king Chulalongkorn, forest wandering (deon thudong) was practiced by 
Somdet To and his pupil Luang Puu Phuu who left Bangkok to wander in the 
forest (Tambiah. 1984: 221, O’conor. 1978: 146 and Taylor. 1993: 31). The 
thudong style became more common practice among the north-eastern 
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lineage (Thai-Lao forest monks) of Ajarn Man Phuurithatto (Taylor. 1993: 33-
37).  
In the third decade of the nineteenth century, a newer form of Buddhism 
was established in Bangkok, constituting of a new nikai / institutionalized 
monastic order, as initiated by the thirty-three-year-old Siamese prince named 
Mongkut (Taylor.1993 and Kalama. 1997: 5). Central to King Mongkut’s 
Buddhist reform was the establishment of Thammayut 16  in Northeast to 
formalize local Buddhism of forest monks and promote orthodox Buddhist 
teachings there. This integration project was termed by Taylor as ‘evolution 
towards domestication’ which aimed at bringing forest monks into mainstream 
Sangha (national order of monks). 17  Ajarn Man and his pupils counted 
significantly on daily supports from villagers and tribal people in the rural areas 
and peripheries (highlands), especially during the time of Ajarn Man, they 
                                                      
16  The establishment of Thamayut aims at reinforcing orthodox Buddhist teachings, 
emphasizing monastic discipline and a crackdown on local forms of Buddhism. Thammayut, 
which refers to ‘those adhering to the doctrine’ is different from Mahanikai, ‘those adhering to 
long standing habit’. Many disciplinary practices were adopted in Thamayut, such as mode of 
wearing robes, ceremony of ordination, style of chanting, and so on; closer to the pristine 
practices and therefore the true lineage of succession extending from the Buddha. Mahanikai 
sect shows more concern for learning and officiating at rites and receiving gifts than for 
mediation and reclusive contemplation; whereas, forest monks are considered as having more 
credibility and rising in national prominence as forest saints while wandering the peripheries 
(Tambiah. 1984). 
17 There was no detailed and reliable evidence on the place of forest monks in the Sangha 
organization during Ayuthaya and early Bangkok times. During Mongkut’s time there were 4 
great divisions of sangha: Northern (left), Southern(right) divisions: whose members were the 
town-dwelling scholar monks, the central division, which was composed of the forest dwelling 
monks and newly constituted Thammayutika group, which all through Mongkut’s reign was 
administered as part of the Mahanikai order and gained status of an independent sect only in 
King Chulalongkorn’s reign. (Reynolds. 1972 as cited in Tambiah. 1984, pp. 70-71). Since the 
Sangha act of 1902, passed in Chulalongkorn’s reign, central division of forest monks was 
changed into central geographical division of Mahanikai sect, thereafter, forest-monks have 
not enjoyed a separate administrative recognition in either Mahanikai or Thammayut sects, 
which constitute two major divisions of Thai sangha. 
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adhere to a strict ascetic version of the disciples and cultivate the practice of 
meditation  - ‘a type which first appears within the Thammayut order’ (Keyes. 
1987: 141).  
The tradition of ‘practice’ conflated with “forest dwelling” and meditation 
has frequently, if not always, been regarded as a legitimate branch or half of 
the Sangha, with the village and town dwelling monks being regarded the 
‘favored’ branch enjoying official titles and regular royal and lay support 
(Tambiah. 1984: 53-71). A forest monk is often addressed as ‘phra thudong’ 
(thudong monk) 18 - the one who observes at least some of thirteen ascetic 
practices mentioned in the Buddha’s discourses, in particular the practices of 
eating only one meal per day, sleeping outdoors in a forest or a cemetery, and 
being content with the fewest of possessions. Forest monks walked through 
many tribal villages where they initially met villagers sometimes supportive 
and sometimes suspicious (Kalama. 1997). However, after years of wandering 
forests, the monks’ presence eventually became popular among villagers 
together with the increasing engagement of monks in community 
development.  
Ajarn Man encountered tension with the centralized Bangkok-based Thai 
Sangha. Their lack of monastic and civil judicial support rendered their 
                                                      
18 Their teachings came from personal experiences or directly from their teachers. Their 
Buddhism was not a copy of the norms or practices preserved in doctrinal texts but is 
practiced in the acts of daily life: walking for days in the wilderness; meeting with villagers who 
were sometimes supportive, sometimes suspicious; spending the nights in an umbrella tent 
beneath a tree, in a crude shelter, or in a cave; and contending with all sorts of mental and 
physical challenges (Kamala. 1997: 2).  
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residence in peripheral forests illegal (Kalama. 1997). That is also the case of 
Ajarn Den in Muser hills, which forced him to form an alliance with locals to 
both protect his hermitage and help them hold on to their traditional habitat, by 
using ecological interpretation of Buddhist teachings and initiating many 
conservation ideas.  
The success of the forest monks’ meditation practices would be 
impossible without hill people who respect their practices in forest localities 
and support them with food and water. Regular provision of alms saved monks 
from starving and generous accommodation from locals facilitated monks to 
reach enlightenment (Kalama. 1997:163). Monks’ engagement with local 
development or in their words ‘giving back to society’ (Ajarn Man’s words as 
noted in Luang Pu Chia Chun Tho. 2002) as taught by Ajarn Man is therefore 
favorable repayment for local alms. Ajarn Den – former abbot of Huaiplalod 
temple in the National Park, a fourth generation pupil followed Ajarn Man’s 
encouragement that disciples should locate themselves nearby hill people’s 
communities and return their favor. Ajarn Man estimated hill people as honest 
and pliable (Kalama. 1997: 163). Ajarn Den acknowledged people’s help in his 
early days in Muser hills by assisting their community development and 
became their beacon in their fight against power suppression.  He taught them 
sustainable cultivation and guided villagers in many local development 
projects to empower them against forced eviction and the state’s 
environmental policies.  
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Teachings and reminders about ‘returning hill people’s favor’ have become 
a tradition in Ajarn Man’s thought. The monk, Luang Pu Chia was among the 
first generation of Man’s disciples who came to believe in the pivotal role of 
humans and nature behind the success of the meditation journey through 
forests. Luang pu Chia said rocky mountains, forests, caves, cliffs, human 
beings along the way, paths and environment all contributed. (Luang Pu Chia 
Chun Tho. 2002). Chia followed Man to many peripheral communities in 
northern Thailand; therefore, he got to be very close to hill people. Chia had 
deep compassion for the Lahu as they treated him very well during his time 
wandering the forests of Chiangmai and Chiangrai. Luang Pu Chia was cited 
in his biography that Man could conduct his meditation thanks to rice and 
water that hill people offered.  “We owe hill people the Dharmma that Mun 
practiced and passed on to us” (said Chia, in Luang Pu Chia Chun Tho. 2002). 
Generations of Man’s disciples all have had a high opinion of hill people. 
Therefore, they involve in community development to alleviate suffering, which 
is the essential goal of thudong Buddhist stream or ‘giving back to the society’ 
(as inspired by their master, Ajarn Man).  
 The people of the forest embraced monks. Man is no longer alive but it is 
the duty of his disciples to return the favor on his behalf. Luang Pu Chia 
addressed the daily hardships of people in the margins, who he believed were 
struggling to earn living.  According to him, many of forest monks have done 
little to help with hill people development. In his context, development means 
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healthcare and education. In his interview with biographers, Chia called for 
more efforts among forest monks to ‘give back to forest society’ / return their 
favor. Chia pointed to education and vocational training as the two most basic 
development projects to be done for hill people. Chia mentioned the building of 
Huaiplalod school conducted by his disciple Ajarn Den, which Chia had 
supported with some of his donation money from lowlanders. The school in 
Huaiplalod village became a striking example of ‘giving back to society’ 
ideology, which was applauded by many forest temples and lay people who 
joined the circle of forest monks.  
Chia told his student, Den to return their favor on his behalf. As soon as 
Den had established himself in a wooden temple near their village, he 
encountered intervention from state forest officials – the gazette of the 
National Park in 1981. Together with the gazette, forced eviction for 
conservation marked the beginning of decades-long tension between Den and 
state power brokers. Den has always been a strong advocate of the villagers’ 
right to resist eviction. During early days of the tension, Lahu could not 
communicate well with RFD in Thai language. Thus, Den had to act on their 
behalf. In the memories of Mr. Kaphol, years ago Den was joking about all the 
unexpected occurrences in the national park through the years. He desired for 
a shelter in the forest to practice meditation, establish his hermitage, stay free 
from worldly interference, teach Buddhism and help locals with their 
community development. However, things happened unexpectedly, as he 
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became involved in relentless efforts to protect his hermitage and assist locals 
in their livelihoods for the same time. He joked that he spent too much time 
fighting state power.  
In 1990s, over northern and north-eastern Thailand  emerged some 
ecology monks / environmentalist monk (phra anuraksa)19 who launched many 
conservation initiatives to address environmental issues and resist state’s 
projects harmful to natural habitat and traditional livelihood of local people.  
The prominent ecological activist monks are “inner-wordly” activists who were 
the most active in their opposition to government development plans. 20 
Speaking for poor villagers, they have been watched and threatened by the 
state for ‘generating a counter-ideology and discourse of resistance” and then 
“labeled as communist at various times’ (Taylor.1996: 48).  They reinvent 
human relationship with nature through their engagement with local cultures 
and assessing power relations. According to them, the key area of relieving 
suffering has been environment and their activism involves much a criticism of 
consumerism and economic development supported by the Thai state 
(Darlington. 2013: 246, Darlington. 2003:100-248 and Payutto. 2000).  
Like ‘development monks’/’ecology monks’ in northern Thailand, forest 
monks in Muser hills responded to the immediate needs of highlanders amidst 
                                                      
19 “Environmentalist monks” (phra nak anurak) form a small percentage of monks in Thailand 
but have become very visible in Thai society for their action in tackling urgent and 
controversial issues, such as deforestation and the construction of large dams (Darlington. 
2003: 96).  
20 Ajarn Man’s lineage were not inner-wordly activists as he himself and his pupils were not 
interested in political affairs while Khruba Siwichai’s lineage of Lanna Buddhist tradition was 
different (Keyes. 1982 and 1989 and Taylor. 1993).	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the state’s imposed constraints. ‘Buddhist Environmentalism’ in the hills is a 
spontaneous discourse, which emerges in a protected place and space where 
state’s power is being imposed on both locals and monks. Monks introduce to 
villagers new ideas and guidelines of how to practice sustainable forestry so 
that they can adapt to ecological constraints. Buddhist environmentalism by 
these monks is no different in form of content from environmental discourses 
practiced by other activist monks in northern Thailand, that is, to counter 
state’s environmental policy and save local livelihoods. 
 Over the last three decades, they have participated in community 
development in various forms to relieve local sufferings, especially building 
school for better education and in some highland areas, generating a 
discourse of sustainable forestry (from my interviews with Ajarn Pok at 
Huaiplalod temple and as mentioned in Luang Pu Chia Chun Tho. 2002).   
Their distinction from activist monks is that they choose to stay apolitical and 
do not involve environmental movement and activism outspokenly. Their ideas 
of conservation start with specific daily sufferings and direct impacts of state’s 
politics on local livelihood.  Ideas of sustainable forestry through time have 
formed a discourse. The other difference is that for thudong monks in Man’s 
lineage, there is no environmental agenda or official discussion on a common 
discourse of environment. Their ecology narrative varies in different 
communities to match various local conditions. Other environmental monks 
come together to discuss what ‘Buddhist Environmentalism” should look like, 
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usually supported by national NGOS, Thai Inter-religious Commission for 
Development (TICD) and Wildlife Fund Thailand (WFT) and local regional lay 
groups (Darlington. 2013: 252-253).   
There has been no written record of ecological ideas and initiatives by 
forest monks in the lineage of Man while many intensive studies had been 
done on other activist monks’ environmental discourses. Alongside ecological 
activism by activist environmentalist monks (phra nak anuraksa) to save 
natural habitats and local livelihoods (Darlington. 2013, Taylor. 1993 and 
1996, and Payutto. 2000), there is another form of Buddhist ecology initiated 
by forest monks (phra thudong) in their spontaneous responses to state’s 
environmental politics in some specific localities; based on their own ‘forest 
monk’ tradition – giving back to society while remaining apolitical and secluded 
from forms of activism.   My ethnography of forest monks and their alliance 
with highlanders in a national park thus contributes to the documentation of 
another landscape of Buddhist environmentalism being generated by forest 
monks (in Thudong stream) and appropriated by local people in peripheral 
communities of northern Thailand. 
  With monks’ involvement in the power relations between locals and the 
national park authority, environmental contestation in the hills turns into a 
multifaceted conflict. As Hirsh (1996) argued, “Environmentalism in Thailand 
needs to be seen as a multi-faceted discourse that deals with key social, 
economic and political issues, including questions of control over resources by 
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empowered and disempowered groups.” Existing research on Buddhist 
environmentalism has ignored local people and whether they are active 
agents or passive receivers of monks’ ideas of sustainable conservation and 
nature-friendly livelihood.  How local people empower themselves in the 
context of multi-faceted discourse and the interplay of power relations is the 
main concern of this chapter.  Through an investigation of local active 
dynamics in the interaction between various environmental discourses, 
especially between local knowledge and Buddhist ecology; this chapter 
demonstrates that a group of hill people has appropriated Buddhist 
environmental ethics and ideas of sustainability as crucial elements for their 
own alternative livelihood and on-going negotiation with state power.    
Forest monks in the hills have contributed to forming the collective 
perception about nature among their Thai lay students and the Lahu, which is 
primarily the understanding of nature (Thammachat). As Puchia, the first 
disciple of Ajarn Mun and teacher of Den and Khiew stated, the enlightenment 
of forest monks would be impossible without the accompaniment of natural 
surroundings, be it rocks, trees or streams. Ajarn Khiew told me once that the 
forest is a fertile environment for mindfulness to be polished / nurtured within 
the heart.   
 His explanation about nature and Dharma reminded me of Buddhasa 
Biddhu from a forest hermitage in Surathani province in southern Thailand, 
known as a ‘monk of wisdom’ (Phra Panna), whose ecological hermeneutic 
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identified nature as a medium for personal transformation (Swearer. 1997). 
According to him, forests bring peace of mind then meditators move beyond 
that feeling to transcendence of self and by inference, ‘destruction of nature 
implies destruction of dharma.’ (pp. 25).  The same ideology applies to monks 
in Muser hills. To protect their hermitages, monks promoted their Buddhist 
ecology rooted in the interwoven connection between Dharma and Nature. 
However, such actions were generated solely out of self-defense and in the 
meantime to alleviate local people’ sufferings as part of their duty ‘give back to 
society’. The social context in Tak’s national park carries with it realities of 
inequities and power suppression. Monks took their action to help locals from 
suffering amid their tensions with state officials. Empathy and compassion 
were the core values that instigated Den to extend his social engagement to 
political dialogue over forest use and forced eviction. 
 Other activist monks (Darlington. 2007, Darlington. 2013 and Taylor. 
1996) were assigned with expressions about their actions such as anurak 
(conservation) or annata (no self). Monks in Muser hills are praised by locals 
as having great ‘metta’. Lahu consider the actions that monks took to assist 
them as generated from their great ‘metta’ (compassion / loving-kindness). 
According to them, the ‘metta’ love of monks is similar to love of parents and 
grandparents towards children (Kaphol and Wanlapha in an interview with me 
in 2013).  
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 Buddhist ecology (as I termed ‘green Dharma’) in the hills began with 
monks’ metta (loving – kindness) which is a ‘basic of a Buddhist 
environmental ethic’ (Nash. 1987). Harris (1995) sees Buddhist 
Environmentalism as ‘a range of environmental concerns’ and environmental 
ethics, which involves eco-spirituality and eco-justice.  Based on such 
definition, I identify ‘green Dharma’ as an ecology for justice and spirituality, 
which are both for the sake of people’s dignity in access to natural resource 
and monks’ legal religious practice in forest hermitages.  Out of their Metta for 
locals, Den and his students conducted a nontextual ecology, not a 
representative example of Thailand’s forest Buddhist environmentalism.  
Activist monks took different environmental actions in the socio-political 
contexts of different peripheries. Green Dharma in Muser hills involves 
practical strategies initiated by monks and implemented by locals. ‘Giving back 
to society’ is the first and foremost duty these students of the great master 
Ajarn Man are fulfilling to return the favor of hill people. Monks have initiated 
environmental projects out of their adaptive discursive philosophy rather than 
any established or textual discourse of Thai Buddhism. Therefore, they were 
successful in stimulating new environmental ethics in the hills. I approached 
Buddhist environmentalism by highlighting how the practical strategies of 
ecology monks can reorient the discourse of Buddhist environmentalism to 
achieve the goal of relieving suffering within a Buddhist context, and 
specifically ‘giving back to society’. The circulation of sustainable ecology has 
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reached out to many lowland sympathizers. Lahu’s Buddhist beliefs stem from 
their trust in monks’ initiatives to help them counter power suppression. They 
realized that those religious activities were all for the sake of both the temples 
and of themselves. That said, Buddhist environmentalism in the hills was 
embraced by locals as it responded to real sufferings in their community.   
   Monks engaged in environmental work have the tendency to challenge 
the ‘status quo’ and ‘power that be’, including the state and their relationship 
with the state keeps shifting as the two respond and adapt to each other. 
(Darlington. 2013:246 and Reynolds. 1994:449). ‘Environmentalist monks 
cannot be described as forming a coherent social movement, although the 
potential for effecting social change clearly exists within their actions’ “The real 
construction of knowledge occurs through the interaction between monks and 
villagers as they implement their ecological projects within local environments 
and informed by local histories. The new social relations forged between 
monks and villagers, local officials and business men are as important as the 
localized ecological efforts enacted’ (Darlington. 2003:103). For the case of 
Muser hills, a hinterland area of northern Thailand, villagers emerge as active 
agents in the complex of such social interaction, especially their innovative 
appropriation of Buddhist ecology to adapt their livelihoods.  
“Tha mai mee Ajarn Den, raw mai ru ja phuung khrai nai chuang nan” – 
Without Ajarn Den, who could we count on during that critical time? said 
Japhuu, 50, a former village chief of the community. Japhuu’ words 
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demonstrate that in the face of forced eviction, his village saw Den as the only 
source of alliance and assistance. The pressure of eviction and ecological 
constraints imposed by the National Park Authority urged these hill people to 
rethink their natural habitat and livelihood. Buddhist ideas to conserve green 
forests by more sustainable agriculture was introduced in the right time and 
was appropriated by villagers as they find these very practical alternatives for 
them.  
 Ajarn Den has been so influential as he was the only source of assistance 
that Lahu could seek in their confrontation with state’s people trying to evict 
them out of the forest. Local people could find great sympathy from the monk 
as he himself was also a subject of forced eviction and encountered state’s 
suppresion for helping them . Especially, the Lahu in Huaiplalod found his 
sponteneous environmental initiatives as the most feasible alternatives to their 
customary forestry patterns which were out of line with national conservation 
discourse. Ajarn Den’s influence permeates in local wisdom, and informs 
attitudes towards egalitarianism and the way Lahu treat their surrounding 
environment. From his initiatives and advice, these people – by considering 
Ajarn Den’s own influential wisdom together with their own local 
understandings of the environment – have successfully conducted many 
environmental projects and switched to new modes of cultivation.  
Buddhist environmentalism as generated by Ajarn Den started with his 
advice for the Lahu to stop slash-and-burn agriculture and switch to more 
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sustainable rotational crops. Another important agenda alongside his 
inculcation of new environmental ethics was the development of education. 
Literacy, according to him, would tremendously facilitate the Lahu to confront 
state’s forced eviction. For over thirty years, schooling in the village has 
produced literate individuals who are able to document and generate their new 
environmental discourse. And most importantly, Buddhist environmental ethics 
did not clash with local tradition, especially animism. The major thing that Ajarn 
Den advised Lahu to abandon was slash-and-burn practice , while his other 
initiatives promoted  new content of ecology to be added to the existing body 
of local knowledge. The impact of Ajarn Den and his students who took over 
the temple after he left the hills for a retreat in other provinces will be 
discussed in detail in the following sections.   
 
Schooling and Local Wisdom  
During my fieldwork in 2013, the pity was that Ajarn Den was not in the hill 
temple as he was teaching Buddhism in central provinces. Apart from his 
preaching time, he has been mostly based in a temple in Pathumthani 
province. However, Kaphol and other senior villagers still have close contact 
with him. In cases of extreme conflict with Thai lowlanders at the hill markets 
or with state forestry officials, locals visited Den to consult him on their tactics. 
During Den’s stay in Muser hills, except for senior villagers who more strongly 
stick to animism - most Lahu gained basic knowledge of Buddhism, which 
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consists of laws of cause and consequence, karma, how to live mindfully and 
the necessity to make merit. Such foundational knowledge has been carried 
over and passed on among the Lahu even in the absence of Den. Pok and 
Khiew are still practicing meditation and teaching Buddhism in the National 
Park. Their presence and interaction with locals in many ecological activities 
help maintain solidarity against any state’s power imposition.  
Memories of Ajarn Den was therefore noted from my informal interviews 
with Ajarn Pok, Mr. Ka Phong and other senior villagers. Ajarn Pok was in his 
sixties but still spent much of his time in the National Park. He was a key 
assistant to Ajarn Den in all projects together with Lahu villagers against 
government’s forest politics. Pok was born in Angthong province then grew up 
working in a telephone company in the early years of his 20s. He then got 
ordained in Thudong stream at Asokaram temple in Nonthaburee province. 
Luang Pu Chia assigned him to practice wandering and meditation under the 
mentorship of Ajarn Den in Muser hills. Lahu saw Pok as a stern looking but 
very kind-hearted monk as he had been responsibly helping with the school 
development and community forestry after his mentor left the hill for other 
provinces. Pok has spent over thirty years in Taksin Maharak National Park, 
long enough to witness and intervene in the years-long standoff between local 
people and state officials. 
  The first time I visited Ajarn Pok, I introduced myself as a research student 
working on Lahu culture and the state’s policy in the hills.  I received a slight 
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laugh from him once I spoke in Thai: “nayobay singwedlom khong rathaban’ 
(environmental politics by the state). He added: “Forest officials look at hill 
people as destroyers of the nature. They have been trying to chase locals out 
of here. If their farming harms nature, then teach them how to cultivate 
sustainably. Chase them out, where can they go? They belong to the forest. 
They were born forest foragers.” Ajarn Pok mentioned many times the word 
‘Pa’ which means Forest in both Thai and Lahu. His words; “Khon Pa tong yu 
nai Pa” (Forest people must live in the forest) reflected a monk’s perspective 
on the coexistence between human and nature.  He also recalled many times 
forest officials came to interfere with his master, Ajarn Den, when monks did 
not obey state orders to move the temple.  
Den was upset with the state’s policy towards the Lahu, which banned 
them from using the forest for hunting, logging for house construction, 
collecting forest products and agricultural cultivation. Rumor had it that some 
lowland entrepreneurs planned to build golf courses in their farming zones. 
The eviction, therefore, according to Ajarn Pok, was an economic ploy. Many 
times forest officials came to threaten Den and warned him not to mess up 
their business. Den argued to the National Park authorities that people could 
not survive without a subsidy for them to convert to new livelihoods. Moreover, 
the new resettlement areas in another province would be an alien lowland 
place for these uplanders. There was no clear plan to ensure their livelihood 
after eviction. Hence, Den realized that it was necessary to teach people more 
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sustainable cultivation so that they can hold on their traditional habitat. Den’s 
ecological ideology guided locals to reconstruct their local wisdom to fit in the 
new landscape created by state’s exclusionary politics. His assistance has 
been fully recognized by villagers at the specific individual and broader 
community level.  
As mentioned earlier, in an attempt to halt Ajarn Den’s intevention in the 
eviction project towards the Lahu, National Park officials labled him as a 
communist and reported to Bangkok. Since Ajarn Man and his student started 
thudong practice, especially under Sarit’s martial law  to early 1980s, 
wandering monks without recognized affiliations (to a monastery or ordination 
lineage) and proper means of identification may easily be conceived as 
potential subversives, as real insurgents in the guise of wandering monks 
could move freely around the countryside (Tambiah 1978: 388 and Taylor. 
1993: 252).   General Sarit emerged as a military dictator after the two coups 
of October 1957 and October 1958. Part of his ruling agenda, especially after 
the anti-communist legislation of 1952, was to arrest and detain many groups 
including prostitutes, vagabonds (wandering monks were included in this 
category), writers, journalists, and activists. In the 1970s, members of the 
Communist Party of Thailand (CPT) together established bases in many 
dense forests of northern Thailand, joined by people “fleeing political 
repression” following Thammasat University incident on 6 October 1976 and 
 73 
some members from different hill communities, mostly the Hmong (Hirsch. 
1990 and Delang. 2002).  
Under Sarit’s martial law, nonconformist monks whether based in villages 
or forests, regardless of their Buddhist traditions were at risk of being labelled 
as communists and imprisoned without bail or trial. Despite residing in the 
fuzzy interstices of the country inhabited during the 1960s and 1970s by 
communist insurgents, most forest monks (those in the line of Ajarn Man) 
were not considered a threat to the nation-state – although some were closely 
watched (Taylor. 1993). In 1981 and 1982, the military declared that 
communist bases in forests had been cracked down (Kamala. 1997:5). The 
case of Ajarn Den happened at the same time of the announcement.  
  Appointed police from Bangkok took a helicopter to the village to 
investigate Den’s case. During their regular visits, state officials from Tak 
provincial authority advised Den to give up and condemned him for teaching 
locals to be smart and provocative. Den was persistent in his stand against 
national park policy. After decades of conflict with forest officials, Den won 
concessions and was granted fifteen hectares of surrounding forest zone. 
Those are forest zones surrounding the two temples, demarcated on the 
official map by the National Park Authority. The boundary of a temple zone (pa 
khong wat as in Thai) is demarcated based on the more density of trees 
surrounding the temple on a surface of fifteen hectares. The monks wander 
only within forest zones near the village and their temples then return to their 
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temples. In the mornings, they wander across the village to receive alms from 
villagers.  Therefore, having a forest zone assigned to them would ensure 
stable space for their Buddhist practice and meditation. Ajarn Den promised 
the national park authority to care for the granted forest zones and to mobilize 
locals to better preserve other zones as well. Temple zones are all Pa Si 
Khiew (Green Forest) which still host many big trees and a greater diversity of 
ecology than in other zones. Locals also respect temple zones as they respect 
the monks. Lahu can identify temple zones in reality as they were told by 
monks and their village chiefs, based on the map.   
Den saw younger villagers, especially those well-educated like Mr. Kaphol 
and his peers, as innovative members of the community. According to Den, 
teaching young brains to absorb new things was far easier than persuading 
the whole village to convert to a new mode of living. His belief turned out 
correct. Den’s most outstanding lay student, Kaphol, as a village chief, led the 
whole village through years of conflicts and negotiations with the National Park 
Authority. Thanks to such efforts, Lahu village have managed to fit in the 
National Park. Den asked Kaphol to find a stable output for local products. 
Kaphol then promoted them in two marketplaces along the national route that 
runs from downtown Tak to the border of Measod.  
In stories told by Ajarn Pok, his teacher, Ajarn Den felt the urge to help 
locals when he witnessed their ignorance of modernity and lack of hygiene, 
healthcare and education. Pok told stories about Den visiting many 
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households to deliver medicines to sick people suffering from diarrhea or 
fever.  He preached about cleanliness and how some diseases might be 
contracted from a dirty lifestyle. Den also suggested that people build toilets in 
every household. As trading with Thai lowlanders at the market flourished, 
locals gained more income from vegetable cultivation and education became 
more established. Locals started to regularly use soap and detergent. Some 
even stocked up on basic medicines as Den had instructed, including 
paracetamol, bandages and anti- diarrhea loperamide.  
Starting in 1984, Den mobilized his lay students from lowland provinces 
who worked in healthcare sector to assist the Lahu. He provided people with 
more healthcare knowledge, advising people to consult him or visit doctors in 
downtown Tak if they suffered any kind of serious sickness. Due to the 
traditional practice of animism, scientific healthcare was foreign to the Lahu. If 
any member of the community were sick, the puchans (local experts in 
tradition) would be invited to conduct ghost-chasing or soul-calling ceremonies 
at the patient’s house.  For mild sickness, villagers used their available 
traditional herbs they found in the forest or as recommended by Den. For 
more serious sickness that herbs could not help, they turned to western 
medicine or sent the person to Tak hospital. In the meantime, they also 
conducted soul-calling rituals, as they still believed in animism. The practice of 
animism was not necessarily opposed to beliefs in broader medical 
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developments. People were merely pragmatically dealing with diseases by 
combining all available methods.  
As mentioned earlier, Puchia’s ideology of community development 
includes schooling as a primary agenda in thudong monks’ duty to ‘give back 
to society’ in peripheral areas. In that spirit, Ajarn Den addressed education as 
the foundation for villagers to start anew in the national park. The financial 
budget for school construction came from donation money / merit money that 
Thai people donated to him when he was preaching in some temple rituals in 
lowland provinces.   Memories of building the school are still vivid in all senior 
villagers as due to contestation between them and national park authorities 
regarding ‘illegal’ logging for school construction material. Forest officials in 
green color uniforms with rifles in their hands kept daily patrol around the 
villagers to hamper locals from cutting timber.  Locals and Den had their own 
tactics. They cut timber at nighttime and brought it to the village. Forest 
officials could not remain on duty so late. They needed to go back to their 
shelters and rest. That was the good time for ‘illegal’ logging. After five 
consecutive nights, timber got piled up in sufficient amounts; monks and Lahu 
joined hands to build a school.   
 In his preaching to Thai Buddhists, stories of the marginalized people in 
forest peripheries aroused sympathy. Donations were then made and sent to 
community development projects in those remote places including Huaiplalod 
village.  Amidst tension, the school was still being built. Lahu learned 
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construction techniques and skills for the first time. From monks – students of 
Ajarn Den from different provinces practicing their forest-dwelling in Muser 
hills, they learned how to utilize cement and other construction materials. First-
hand exposure to and experience with these modernity projects have been 
with Lahu till nowadays.  
Ajarn Den was always the mediator between Lahu and state officials in 
their intense encounters regarding use of forest zones. Before the school was 
built and Thai language was not taught to them, the Lahu could not negotiate 
with state people. When they got caught by state people for violating protected 
forest zones, they could not talk defend themselves verbally but ran away or 
got arrested. Ajarn Den saw the need to teach these hill people Thai language 
so that they could speak in their defense (as told by Ajarn Pok and Mr. 
Kaphol).  Den hired a Thai teacher with only 500 Bath (approximately 20 USD) 
per month to teach locals with a curriculum designed together by the teacher 
and monks. The curriculum included basic Thai language, basic Buddhism, 
Thai social and cultural etiquette, basic hygiene and healthcare.  
 Kaphol, the 43-year-old current headman, hold deep gratitude towards his 
mother for sending him to school right when it was completed. Though he was 
3 years older than other kids, he engaged well with them. That was when he 
met his current wife, Mrs. Nit, the first teacher there. When he finished high 
school, he was sent to a special school for hill tribe students in downtown Tak. 
After graduation, he came back to the village and found himself on the way to 
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the village’s leadership. Exposed to more knowledge of social and economic 
affairs in Thai society during his schooling, Kaphol realized the important role 
of education in shaping his attitudes and understanding of being a member of 
a minority group and a citizen subject to larger Thai society. In his car to Big-C 
supermarket in downtown Tak province one day in May 2013, he told me that 
only schooling could make Lahu more literate in Thai language to read and 
write, most importantly for trading with Thai people at the hill marketplaces 
and negotiating with ‘amnat’ – state power in conflicts over forest use. 
According to him, a more knowledgeable society can better deal with injustice 
from the state’s policies towards them.  
  Kaphol compared his village to other tribal communities all over northern 
Thailand and then situated his own community’s status in a larger socio-
economic landscape. Kaphol also owed his maturity and success to Den, his 
all-time favorite mentor in regards to Buddhism and community development. 
Following Den’s advice, Kaphol visited every single household to persuade 
local kids to go to school. First of all, he explained to parents the benefits of 
going to school. By that time, the market had become far more lucrative than 
before. Vegetables and other forest products expanded output thanks to the 
efforts of Den, Chaphuu (the former headman) and Kaphol. Lahu parents saw 
it necessary for their kids to learn Thai so that they can trade with Thai people. 
They sent kids to schools. Kaphol told many parents that “Lahu can tame 
even tigers, our kids are easier to tame”. Some parents took Kaphol’s advice 
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to coax their children with rewards so that they got excited to go to school. For 
some families, if parents did not care much, a few kids dropped out of school 
after one semester or one school year.  
By investing in education, Ajarn Den has built key figures to lead the 
village under his mentorship. Kaphol was his most outstanding lay student 
who gained secular success in promoting the village economy and raising 
local voices in their pursuit of equity and dignity. Kaphol’s mother was among 
Lahu seniors who showed their deep respect for Den and Buddhism in the 
very early days when Den first wandered into their forest zones. She followed 
Den’s advice to send her son to school as she realized that education could 
empower them. His vision for community development was broader than that 
of other villagers’.  
Kaphol was heavily influenced by Den’s ecological thought. He then 
mobilized young Lahu to carry out forest projects as initiated by Den. Local 
modes of ecological comprehension were reconstructed. Kaphol combined 
Den’s ideas and advice with other knowledge he had learned from 
international and Thai NGOs who had visited his village over the years. 
Through lay student network and personal relationships, Den introduced 
Kaphol to many NGO development projects in different localities across 
northern Thailand. Kaphol’s vision was to justify Lahu coexistence with nature 
and find an output for local products. Monks played a pivotal role in 
reconstructing the mode of local knowledge, especially building specific 
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intellectual members so that they can lead the community to development and 
protect locals from state suppression. Whenever locals were faced with state 
suppression, they resorted to their traditional understandings of forest, 
Buddhist ecology as taught by Den and the new ecological knowledge Kaphol 
had learned from NGOs and in the private sector. Kaphol’s stand was to 
interweave relevant and constituting ecology discourses for the sake of his 
own village. There was no complete refusal of state’s forestry but villagers 
knew how to navigate themselves in relation to the state.  
Original schooling in its humble form, basically with Thai language 
teaching tremendously facilitated the Lahu in their daily encounters with forest 
patrollers. They know how to defend themselves verbally or negotiate with 
these state people in Thai language. Basic education laid the foundation for 
people to gain a certain extent of Thai proficiency, which substantially 
necessary for them in documenting their environmental understandings, 
cultivating social networks and seeking sympathizers. When more facilities 
were built by the temple’s budget to upgrade the school and at the inculcation 
of the state’s formal education system all over highland areas, Ajarn Den 
offered to transfer the school to be under the Ministry of Education after 10 
years since its opening.  The school produced a considerable literate 
percentage of the whole village population. These young villagers played an 
important role in learning and applying new ideas of Buddhist ecology through 
their Buddhist practices instructed by the monks and other temple 
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environmental activities. Among them emerges a few more prominent 
individuals such as two former village chiefs and the current one, school 
teacher Wanlapha and a few more high school educated villagers as forefront 
members in the environmental agenda of the whole community.  
 
Buddhist practices and a new ecology 
Taksin Maharat National Park is an example of significant ‘technology of 
nationhood’ (Harvey. 1996), declared on ‘fictions of wilderness’ to ‘enable 
ecological science and modern bureaucracy’ (Heartherington. 2010: 142) for 
national security and natural conservation. To resist the Thai state’s eviction 
policy, the Lahu hill tribe society has turned the national park into a site of 
ecological reinvention and contestation. Environmentalism has forged cultural 
production and a new discursive regime that mediates “relationships between 
and among nature, nations, movements, individuals, and institutions” (Brosius. 
1999: 277). Buddhist ideology of forestry has added to the body of 
environmental knowledge of locals then leads to more empowerment and 
political agency. The articulation of Green Dharma and local ecological 
wisdom has helped foster a new vision of ‘forest guardian’ communities. The 
real source of self-empowerment rests in a new regime of ecological 
knowledge. Such articulation was conducted through people’s engagement in 
temple’s activities and their daily Buddhist practices as instructed by forest 
monks. As mentioned earlier, Buddhist environmentalism in Muser hills should 
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be considered as a complex of ideas and guidelines on conservation and 
sustainable forest-based livelihood. To gain insights into such ecology, I 
investigate the process in which interaction and collaboration between hill 
people and monks has taken place. Environmental ethics as introduced by 
monks are inextricably merged with people’s practice of a new religion – 
Buddhism.  
While conducting environmental projects to help the Lahu, Ajarn Den was 
encountering suppression from state officials. Sometimes the RFD captured 
locals who cut timbers for house construction in RFD claimed zones. Den 
helped negotiate to bail them out. Different heads of National Park showed 
different attitudes towards Den. Some state officials from the National Park 
Authority accused Den of teaching locals too much about countering state 
power. Den argued that they were also human beings, that they deserved 
respect and dignity. He criticized state projects on the hill for having superficial 
performance and lack of productivity. They have good names (names of the 
state’s centers) but their functions failed.  
The Lahu themselves also noticed that they had not benefited much from 
those centers, apart from some information on new genres of vegetables and 
buying vegetable seeds from the officers there. For example, The Center for 
Hill Tribe Development availed nothing. Locals also noticed the same. The 
puchan (senior expert in tradition) in northern village of Huaiplalod told me 
during a dinner at his home that he could not understand what all the state’s 
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projects were doing in the hills. “Mai hen mee prayot aray loie te khon muang 
khuun ma roui roui” (We did not see any benefits but more and more 
lowlanders come up here), said the puchan.  The Center for the 
experimentation of new vegetable genres did not produce any results 
beneficial for locals. The only thing he felt was that more and more ‘khon 
muang’ (Thai lowlanders who are governmental officials working for 
development and conservation projects in the hills) were coming, which made 
Lahu’s traditional landscape much different from before.   
Chaphuu, the village chief during that tense time, told me that locals saw 
Den’s temple as an important ally against state power. They were well aware 
that if the temple were moved, their village would definitely fall victim next. 
Therefore, cooperation with Den was their best policy back then. After many 
meetings with the National Park Authority, villagers had not gotten any 
satisfactory answers about their new livelihood. “So what we are supposed to 
do when we stop slash and burn cultivation?” was the pressing question that 
forest officials ignored. Locals were concerned about a way out for 
themselves. Also, Den needed to protect his meditation shelter. As the hill 
tribe development center set up by the government availed locals nothing, he 
then pursued his own initiatives to teach Lahu how to survive the ecological 
constraints they were facing.  
During that time, Thai lowlanders went uphill to survey before they could 
invest in hill farming. They offered to subsidize locals to plant and harvest 
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avocadoes and other industrial trees on their assigned forest zones for a 
period of seven years. Then the investors would harvest in the fourth and fifth 
years. Locals were unclear about how this new cultivation mode would work 
for them; they consulted Den. Den advised them not to trust others easily and 
to stay on alert about any offers from Thai people. Den explained to them how 
they would be cheated due to the timing of the harvest. The last two years 
were when those plants would be in full production and lowland investors 
would benefit the most from all this project.  
  Den walked around the village and in the surrounding forest zones to 
collect various types of vegetables and fruit trees that grew in the temple zone. 
He showed locals how they can count on vegetable cultivation to earn a living 
instead of planting opium or engaging in slash and burn farming. His 
philosophy was that to lead locals on a way to knowledge was to empower 
them; “thang khwam ru” (the knowledge way). The basic goal of the 
philosophy was to expose villagers to larger society so that they could learn 
new livelihoods.  
One time, Ajarn Den and his students organized a tour to take locals to a 
Bangkok market and showed them how and what kinds of vegetables were 
good for sale with hope of raising their awareness about new cultivation 
modes back on the hill. Den highlighted the role of the hill market, which was 
back then very small along the national route. Locals were selling forest 
products that they collected randomly from many forest zones, including wild 
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vegetables, bananas, honey, orchids or bamboo shoots. Kaphol and other 
villagers saw the potential in growing more of some specific vegetables as 
favored by the lowland Thai. They saw hopes in more seasonal farming, which 
they believed to strengthen their justification of their residence in the forest (as 
Kaphol told me during a tea talk at his coffee shop at the market).  
  After that Bangkok trip, they changed their mode of cultivation. Den 
advised villagers to grow new types of vegetables systematically on forest 
zones that had been allocated to them by the National Park Authority. The 
sample fruit trees and vegetables in the temple grew in good form and then 
became main types to harvest all over the hill. Villagers took Den’s advice to 
cultivate the most profitable vegetables including lettuce, Chinese Kale, 
cucumber, cabbage, strawberry, chilly, tomato and coccinia. They bought 
seeds of these vegetables from state people in the hills  or  downtown and first 
started systematic vegetable cultivation while still planting rice and corn in 
other limited forest zones. The rice and corn harvest served as self-sufficient 
staple all year round while seasonal vegetable produce helped bring in 
monthly income. 
 After two years of cultivation and selling local products at the market, 
locals decided to only grow vegetables that lowlanders favored. Mrs. Na Yo, 
50, told me that the market taught them what to grow. Trading with Thai 
people led to a change in harvesting patterns to survive in the new landscape. 
Apart from the practice of seasonal cultivation which mostly consists of 
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different types of vegetables, Lahu took full advantage of the natural fertility 
that the forest has to offer by planting fruit trees for sale and domestic 
consumption. From May to September, many avocadoes were being sold at 
Lahu market. I am a fan of avocados so I walked to the market at least four 
times a week to pick ripe avocados of good quality with very cheap price. A 
Lahu lady from the village told me to keep all the avocados seeds for her. She 
then collected them and threw them randomly along the margins of her 
family’s farming zone. After around three to four years, these seeds will grow 
into avocado trees and bear fruit. That is the way Lahu create more forest 
vegetation while also bringing in economic benefits. In fact, across the forests 
in both farming and community zones21 , avocado and banana are being 
planted randomly amidst other existing forest trees. One afternoon, Yale – 18 
years old, one of my close friends in the village brought me a bunch of ripe 
bananas with banana sap stuck on his fingers. He told me that wild bananas 
everywhere in the forest were fully ripe. Locals need to cut and sell them 
before they got rotten.  
Locals sneaked into forest zones claimed by Pa May (RFD) to cut timbers 
while still preserving temple zones.  Den proposed to take charge of 
inculcating awareness about forest protection among them. He pointed out 
that RFD staffs could not patrol and carry out surveillance of all forest zones 
as they are beyond reach; therefore, the best policy was that RFD cooperate 
                                                      
21 Farming zones are separated from the community zone around two kilometers of forest, in 
which people do not cultivate but plant avocado and banana randomly. Community zone is a 
valley-like area where the Lahu set up their village.  
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with villagers through compromises. Den pledged to be mediator between 
state power and the Lahu. The head of the National Park at that time found 
Den’s suggestion justifiable and he gave a green light to the temple’s 
involvement in forest preservation. Den visited every household and took 
chances to join village gatherings and meetings to disseminate to villagers 
new ideas about sustainable forestry or ‘moral guidelines for ecological 
conservation’, which was not necessarily the state’s dominant forest 
discourse.  
  Through his role as a beacon of the Lahu’s fight against forced eviction 
and community development, Den became an indirect community leader and 
under his mentorship. Meanwhile, Kaphol rose in local popularity as a talented 
and innovative young headman.  Den convinced people not to practice illegal 
logging and to take more action to protect forest fertility and diversity. Lahu 
were advised to have a long-term strategy toward relations with the 
government, beginning with cooperation in the forest protection project. A few 
community members still sneaked in protected zones to cut trees. When other 
villagers reported this to Den, he talked to them individually. In extreme cases, 
a few members showed their discontent and continued illegal logging. Den 
and the rest of villagers reported to provincial authority and then forest officials 
undertook careful surveillance of those individuals. Locals reminded each 
other that monks were like their parents and thus confidently counted on them 
during the long course of negotiations with ‘khon muang’, in this setting 
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referring to people representing Thai state in the hill and all Thai lowlanders.  
Warnings and calls for forest conservation actions from the national park 
authority fell on deaf ears while Den’s advice was obediently taken. 
 He went on to help locals whenever possible within his capacity. When 
locals went to take water from streams, Den instructed them to build 3 small 
weirs to contain water. Locals were very pleased with Den’s support and 
instruction. Ideas of self-reliant watershed management were generated by 
Den and were fulfilled by Lahu. Initially, Den’s suggestions were basic and 
simple and then locals develop them into more practical and detailed projects. 
Den’s role was as a proposer while locals were designers and performers. 
During my informal interviews with the puchans, they spoke thankful words 
about Den for his initial ideas about these projects that markedly changed their 
livelihood. Chaphuu during the early days fighting together with Den against 
forced eviction identified the building of weirs as among the three biggest 
community development projects that Den initiated for locals, along with 
education and the conversion of traditional cultivation into vegetable farming. 
A few households did not completely follow Den’s advice and the community 
new livelihood alternatives. According to Kaphol, for the first two or three years 
when they switched to vegetable farming, some sneaked into deep forest to 
grow opium. Some still conducted illegal logging in protected zones. After 
being caught by the RFD, fined with money or in two extreme cases, two Lahu 
were jailed for 1 year for illegal logging. That said, it took some time for the 
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whole village to totally switch to a new livelihood as suggested by Den. A few 
villagers found it hard to adapt themselves to new changes at the beginning.  
Apart from Ajarn Pok’s temple which he inherited from Ajarn Den, Lahu 
also practice Buddhism at a newer site, Tham Temple (Cave Temple), 2 
kilometers away in the western side of the village. Ajarn Khiew, the abbot of 
Tham temple belongs to the same lineage as Den. Khiew was born in 
Kamphengphet province and he got ordained at a Kamphengphet’s temple 
after he finished fourth grade of primary school. During his tour to 
Kamphengphet temples, Den saw Khiew and took Khiew with him to learn 
Buddhism with Luang Pu Chia Chuntho at Phumreethatpateepatharam 
Temple in Pathumthani province.  Khiew  then became a  novice to Den, both 
were under the mentorship of Luang  Pu Chia, one of the first disciples of 
Ajarn Man. During his training period with Pu Chia, Den was wandering 
through the forests and then established his monastery in Muser hills.  Khiew 
was accompanying Den for a few years in Muser hills. Den then assigned 
Khiew and other novices back to Pathumthani to take care of Luang Pu Chia 
whose health began failing. After Luang Pu Chia passed away, Ajarn Khiew 
went uphill to set up his own hermitage in 2006.  
Khiew also instructed the Lahu to practice Buddhist environmentalism. 
There is no strong connection between the two temples. Den’s temple played 
an important role in forming local understandings of ecology and community 
development, and Den has been a generous advisor to different village chiefs 
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in Huaiplalod.  However, as  Den has been spending more time in central 
provinces preaching Dharma,  Khiew’s temple has attracted more Lahu to join 
activities and donate labor. Therefore, I approached Khiew and joined many 
temple activities with locals to satisfy my curiosity.  
Like Pok’s temple, Tham temple also receives the same temple forest 
space from National Park Authority.  Locals are told by monks not to cultivate 
or cut timbers in these temple forest zones. Faithful to monks, Lahu have 
helped monks plant more trees to add greenery to these forest zones. I 
learned from Kaphol that villagers love to receive gifts from Khiew as a token 
of favor for locals who had donated their labor to temple activities.  Khiew’s 
temple has risen in popularity among lowlanders across central Thailand. 
Many lay supporters of all careers from Bangkok and nearby provinces have 
made pilgrimage trips to Tham temple. Khiew, therefore receives much more 
material support than does Pok. Pok concentrates more on meditation and 
distances himself from material support. He does not conduct ceremonies in 
provincial towns to expand his follower network. He does not have much 
money to buy gifts for locals when they help with his temple events.  
To celebrate the presence of his temple and demarcate and protect 
temple forest zones, Ajarn Pok and Ajarn Khiew ordained trees. Along the two 
kilometer road from the village to the temple are trees wrapped in saffron 
robes. Tree ordination helps foster environmental awareness and dialogue, 
and this tradition has become widespread across the peripheries of northern 
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Thailand. Though, Pok and Khiew are not in the network of development 
monks / ecological activist monks, they still apply relevant ideologies and 
initiatives. They carried out their tree ordination ceremonies separately but 
their main labor force is the same, the Lahu. Tree ordination is part of these 
monks’ ecological agenda in the hills. They told me that tree ordination would 
contribute to consolidate local people’s awareness of natural conservation. 
Ajarn Pok claimed that the Lahu worshiped tree spirits so ‘buat tonmay’ (tree 
ordination) is a good way to spread their appreciation for most trees and most 
forest zones. He added that at least the saffron cloths can help ensure that 
local people do not violate temple forest zones.   
First performed in 1988 by ecology monks for forest conservation, tree 
ordination rituals have become more popular across Thailand. The most 
remarkable example was the program to ordain 50 million trees in 1996 and 
1997 in honor of the King’s fiftieth year of reign, initiated by a coalition of 
people’s, governmental and non-governmental organizations. The popularity 
of tree ordination demonstrated that Buddhism had become more and more 
relevant in dealing with environmental issues (deforestation) and an important 
channel to raise people’s awareness about forest conservation (Delcore. 
2004, Isager and Ivarsson. 2002, Tannenbaum. 2000 and Morrow. 2011). 
Tree ordination was conducted by many activist monks for largely the same 
purposes: to stop or prevent state’s projects from harming local landscapes 
and nature (Darlington 1998 and 2013 and Taylor. 1993) and “to raise the 
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awareness of environmental destruction and to build a spiritual commitment 
among local people to conserve the forest and watersheds” (Darlington. 2000: 
198).  
           Forest monks in Muser hills conducted similar ceremonies as other 
ecology monks in other provinces, which employed Buddha images, chanting 
of scripture, and monastic robes. The rituals and symbols in a tree ordination 
ceremony are “to endow the forest with the power of symbols with which local 
villagers are already familiar”. (Morrow. 2011: 53). The use of spirits, Buddhist 
symbols, and monastic robes around trees to create an image of sanctity was 
a “device,” “mechanism,” or “trick” employed to familiarize villagers with the 
basics of ecology (Delcore. 2004).  
In Muser hills, the intended spiritual meanings of tree ordination echoes 
with Lahu’s animistic belief in trees’ spirits, especially those in the 
community’s sacred forests.  The Lahu leave temples’ forests untouched as 
they respect the monks. Pairach, a former village chief, while I was helping 
him peel bark from logs for house construction in the village, pointed his 
fingers to two surrounding forest zones telling me that those belonged to the 
temples. He added that I could tell as many big trees in the zone were 
ordained with saffron clothes.  
I did not have the chance to join their tree ordination as it happened two 
years before my fieldwork in 2013. However, through stories told by Pairach 
and my close friend Wanlapha and Mr. Kaphol, I learned that people joined 
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tree ordination out of their faithful support for the monks as an action of 
alliance and gratitude, a desire to make merit for their current life and the next 
life, and their awareness of environmental preservation. Tree ordination and 
planting trees in the temple zones highlighted the connection between religion 
and nature conservation. Through such activities, the villagers, as the main 
labor force, strengthened their alliance with monks during their lengthy 
contestation over access to resource with the national park authority. Villagers 
gradually perceived they were part of the forest monasteries after years of 
reciprocal assistance between them and monks.  
 The two temples’ ordination projects have developed the new practice of 
forest conservation in the hill, thus associating Buddhist faith with local 
animism. The saffron robes on trees marking the temple forest zones help 
locals identify the zones in which they should or should not cut trees for any 
purposes. Unlike tree ordination projects by other activist monks, the 
ordination of trees in Muser hills did not aim to challenge any state projects. It 
was conducted out of the monks’ intentions to demarcate temples’ ownership 
of their granted forest zones and to raise local awareness of conservation 
practices needed to justify their settlement in the national park to the state. For 
the Lahu, ordination ceremonies are chances to showcase their Buddhist 
identity, assert their devotion and commitment to a more sustainable ecology, 
and to seek more alliance and sympathy from other lowland Buddhist fellows 
who also joined the ordination ceremony.  
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 At the center point which marks the northern and southern parts of the 
village (ban tai – southern village and ban nua – northern village) is a bronze 
Buddha statue. It was donated by Den’s lay students (at Den’s suggestion) 
from lowland provinces where he preached on occasions. According to Ajarn 
Pok, his intent to raise the statue there was to remind locals of the Lord 
Buddha on a daily basis, a way to weave the presence of Buddhism into their 
daily life.  Every day, some villagers pay careful attention to this little sacred 
space by keeping it clean. During my fieldwork, from my observation, I saw 
some women living nearby the statue take care of the flower vase and do 
some clean-up work at the spot.  The statue is fenced with wooden bars and is 
sometimes offered fresh flowers.  
The practice of Buddhism is more visible among younger villagers who 
regularly donate their labor to the two temples, especially the Cave temple. 
When I joined these people for two days in a tree planting project, I was 
confused whether they donated their labor out of their faith in making merit or 
partially due to the gifts that Khiew would offer them for their service. Recalling 
all the moments and vivid pictures with them during those days, I would say 
Lahu acted out of their Buddhist faith, their awareness of the importance of 
creating more greenery, and partially the joys of food and travel that Khiew 
offered.  
Planting trees for the temple was an act of making merit. Khiew wanted to 
plant more coffee bean trees along the two kilometer path leading to the 
 95 
temple in order to solidify the soil. Pairach instructed people to lay more young 
trees in vacant spaces. This would help ensure that the whole hillside along 
the path was fully planted with coffee plants. We also planted a boddhi tree at 
the entrance to the temple. Lahu together with some Thai disciples of Khiew 
bow to the tree and whispered their prayers. Wanlapha passed me a young 
coffee plant, reminding me to put a wooden stick against it so that the young 
plant could lean as it grew. Knowing that I had come to the hill to learn about 
local forestry and culture, the current headman, Pairach added after passing 
me a bunch of wood sticks, “Can you see? We have done everything with the 
monks to add more greenery to the forest. Who says we should move? 
Human and forest can easily coexist.”  
The act of planting and ordaining trees for temples is part of local efforts to 
boost their alliance with monks in their continuing contestation with state 
power. Tree planting and the ordination projects also aim to justify the 
relevance of Buddhism in the national park, which in turn raised the 
awareness of Buddhist ecological conservation among locals and forestry 
officials.  Reciprocal support between locals and monks through the decades 
since the national park gazette have created a social and political alliance 
against any suppression of their access to local natural habitats.  
Khiew has become a leader for Lahu youngsters in their forays into the 
outside world. Khiew conducts regular rituals in downtown provinces to teach 
Buddhism among Thai laity and also mobilized donations to many of his 
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temple’s projects such as tree planting, Buddha statue building and material 
support for hill people. On these occasions, Lahu youngsters and some young 
men in their 20s rearrange their farming time to accompany Khiew. Two 
temple vans carried them to provinces where Khiew was scheduled to carry 
out the rituals.  
One day in June 2013, I was with them in Rachaburee province. I 
witnessed their delight when the van driver took them to Chaam beach along 
the way to a temple. Wanlapha, the most senior and experienced member of 
the ritual staff who had been accompanying Khiew on these trips, told me that 
she felt thankful to Khiew for taking them to many places. Their exposure to 
the outside world would be impossible without Khiew’s support. Khiew also 
provided them with a ฿ 5000 budget enough for them to enjoy snacks and soft 
drinks along the way.  Therefore, whenever Khiew mobilizes them for temple 
activities, they are very eager.  
  The close relationship between Khiew and villagers has made Buddhist 
ecology easy to inculcate. Both temples have established complete trust 
among villagers. Pok has gained respect from locals since he worked hard 
with them to build the school and had been an active assistant to Den in every 
community development project. Through the photo archive I found in 
Kaphol’s house, I saw Pok climbing the construction structure to hammer 
nails. Den supervised school construction himself. He taught his students and 
villagers carpentering, mixing cement and other construction techniques. 
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Sometimes, I joined other youngsters in cleaning the Cave temple yard. I 
witnessed Khiew collecting dry leaves with a bamboo rake, and he told us 
which zones need to be cleaned. Wanlapha and Jator asked me to join them 
in many temple activities on the hill. They persuaded me by explaining that 
making merit does not necessarily involve material offers, that donating 
manual labor is also a form of building good karma.  
There have been no clashes between Buddhism and Lahu’s animistic 
tradition. They chose to follow Den as they found him to be a great supporter 
of their resistance against forced eviction. Den instructed them with practical 
strategies to survive ecological constraints and helped them reorient their 
politics of livelihood. Many missionaries have visited Huaiplalod village in an 
attempt to convert them to Christianity. They gave away many gifts to 
schoolchildren and other villagers but the Lahu would not convert. Lahu, as 
Kaphol stated, see Buddhism as doing no harm to their animism but the two 
religious beliefs can survive harmoniously. The headman said that amidst 
tensions with the National Park Authority, Lahu need more wisdom to find wise 
paths of negotiation. A great source of consultation is the monks.  
 
Because Den never advised locals to detach themselves from spirit 
worship but simply encouraged them to practice Dharma along with their 
animism, they avoided a conflict of faiths. The Lahu continue their belief in one 
Creator of their universe –  Lord Gusha – and maintain worshiping spirits. 
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Buddhism adds practices of making merit and environmental ethics to the 
existing belief system of the Lahu, which is a smooth interaction and 
combination of values. Eventually, dual spiritual practice became popular in 
the village. The more temple activities locals joined, the closer they moved 
toward Dharma as they got the chance to listen to monks preach and also 
participate in the activities for same time. Lahu regularly make merit by 
donating labor to temple projects. For the young Lahu, being Buddhist involves 
making more merit anytime possible within their capacities. It also involves the 
pursuit of individual spiritual security and safety from evils, which their animism 
could not offer apart from rituals conducted by local experts or bamboo 
amulets hung on entrance of houses. Younger locals tend to be more Buddhist 
while maintaining animistic performances. The senior villagers respect monks 
and believe in karma. However, they seldom visit temples as young villagers 
do. Some young Lahu practice Buddhism on a daily basis. Their traditional 
animism correlated with Buddhist teachings and practices first inculcated by 
Den and continued decades later by Khiew and Pok. Animism and Buddhism 
have been two integral parts of Lahu’s spiritual life. Animistic rituals are upheld 
by senior local experts and passed on to younger community members 
through regular village and household ceremonies.  
  Khiew attracted many Thai lowland followers - groups of devoted 
individuals to his forest retreat, which led to more interaction between Lahu 
and Thai people in the national park. Many regular Thai followers came to the 
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hill to join Lahu in many temple activities. For the Lahu, Buddhism is a primary 
source of social network and sympathy as they can connect with many Thai 
lowlanders through temple activities. Temple activities have become an 
important channel for the Lahu to expose themselves more to Thai culture and 
interact with Thai Buddhists who are students of forest monks on the hill. The 
ceremony as mentioned above projected the image of a Buddhist hill 
community to more Thai lowlanders. More Thai are joining Lahu for temple 
activities, especially tree planting work, which in the meantime circulates more 
lowland attention on a village living harmoniously close to monks in a national 
park.  
 The Lahu have become known as forest guardians (phu phithak pa) and 
practitioners of sustainable coexistence between nature and human. The 
news keeps spreading. Many other Thai Buddhists from lowland provinces, 
especially Bangkok made their pilgrimage to the temple, making merit by 
giving charity to Lahu students during festivals such as National Children Day 
or Thailand Father’s Day. All of these social interactions between lowlanders 
and highlanders happen through religious channels and mark the existence of 
a village in a protected area, who practice Buddhist ecology. 
 A firm alliance with monks (religious solidarity) in environmental activities 
makes the peripheral village a settled space of human-nature coexistence. 
The Lahu are ‘forest guardians’ – ‘phu phithak pa’ in the eyes of Thai 
lowlanders. The social and cultural implications of such solidarity are that 
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locals have a greater sense of secure forest tenure amidst forced eviction, and 
they reaffirm their collective commitment to their long-term livelihood 
strategies. A practical way to empower themselves is to promote themselves 
as practitioners of Buddhist ecology, merging religious ethics towards nature 
with practical engendering of a more sustainable forestry.  Buddhism serves 
as a bridge for upland-lowland social relations. Forest monks are mediators 
who connect locals and outside sympathizers. These Thai sympathizers 
identify Lahu on Muser hill as Thai highlander / mountainous Thai (chaw Thai 
phu khaw). They use websites and Facebook accounts to advertise the temple 
and highlander village and mobilize fellow Buddhists to contribute to Khiew’s 
ecological and charity projects. Monks raised awareness among their Thai lay 
students about the sustainable ecology in Muser hills, which may contradict 
their assumptions that uplanders are destroyers of nature. Ajarn Den, Ajarn 
Pok and Ajarn Khiew never stop in their intention to raise sympathy for the 
Muser when they are in need of egalitarian treatment from the state.  
 Such religious channels help Thais rethink environmental issues in Tak’s 
periphery. Buddhist ecology therefore has no boundaries, as it is practiced 
jointly by central Thai people and uplanders under the instruction of forest 
monks. The ecology involves generating much love for nature and merit 
making by adding more greenery to a protected area and having sympathy for 
disempowered and environmentally constrained people. For the Lahu, social 
relationships with these Thai Buddhists are reinforced through many joint 
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activities at the temple and consequently such interaction exposes them to a 
wider Thai cultural repertoire. What is more, they have the chance to assert an 
image of themselves as forest guardians in the eyes of the mainstream society.   
Temple compounds and their surroundings become a total ecosystem. 
Temple activities, projects to cultivate more green, practice of a sustainable 
forestry, and religious and sociocultural functions are integrated.  The 
monastic hermitage in Muser hills indicates that local monastic communities in 
Thailand can be working models of a green society. Also, the actions monks 
have taken show that their ecology is not totally anti-structural. In other words, 
it does not necessarily stand against structure while along the way meets 
some negotiation with the state to be mediator for minority-majority power 
relations. It re-constructed local environmental wisdom by adding more 
awareness about sustainable nature-human coexistence and providing 
alternatives to traditional livelihood. 
 
Concluding remarks  
The main purpose of Buddhism is to relieve suffering and so forest monks’ 
involvement reflected the form and content of Buddhist philosophy. In the face 
of capitalization of nature worldwide, these monks reinvent human relationship 
with nature; such activism challenged Thai Buddhists to rethink their religion 
and its relation to both the political and natural world. Alleviating local suffering 
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has become a primary agenda of the monks’ spiritual quest in Muser hills.  
That said, Buddhist environmentalism begins with the real suffering of the 
local community and help locals counter hegemonic exclusion.  These monks 
contributed to building a more sustainable forestry in the Muser hills by finding 
solutions within the local forest culture and tradition. There was no fixed model 
of sustainable forestry to be forced on or introduced to the locals. The 
adaptive discursive ecology was made of spontaneous responses to socio-
political encounters that happen in the protected area. These monks 
introduced an alternative development philosophy that locals were receptive to 
while the National Park authority found it subversive and displeasing.  
Lahu village is identified in this research as a religious community.  As 
Lahu witness every development of the relation between religion and the state 
in the national park, they reflect on themselves as not alone and not totally 
marginalized and disempowered thanks to their alliance with monks. Monks 
help locals tackle controversial issues that emerged in the protected area 
while reinventing their human relations with nature or contributing to the 
construction of new knowledge. Alternative development projects initiated by 
monks prompted locals to better judge state projects on the hill.  
The creation of the National Park unexpectedly triggers Lahu’s attachment 
to Buddhism as a way to reshape their forestry and adapt their livelihood. 
Their living space is therefore partly consolidated by Buddhist practices and 
alliances.  Buddhist practices have become a regular component of their daily 
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lives. Throughout the chapter, I have pointed out how locals appropriate 
monks’ ideas of sustainable forestry to perform their own ecological projects to 
contest the suppression of state power over their residence in the forest and 
access to natural resources. Thanks to monks, locals made informed 
decisions about their own politics of livelihood. Lahu, as a Buddhist 
community, have their religious experiences intertwined with environmental 
issues, which produced ‘new ethical capacities’ towards nature (Clippard. 
2011: 216). Religious behaviors and relations are infused with new meanings, 
especially those that contribute to the production of new environmental 
narrative in the hills and projecting a new image of a hill community practicing 
sustainable forestry. The Lahu, living in the country’s peripheries and being 
misrepresented by the center while lacking full access to natural resources 
found Buddhism as a primary source of support. As a rare Buddhist hill tribe in 
northern Thailand practicing the monks’ ecology, the Lahu have been able to 
assert their Buddhist identity to attract more recognition and sympathy.  
Through religious activities, monks and Lahu have emphasized their 
attachment to the national park. They then reversed the dominant discourse 
which depicts hill people as forest destroyers. Instead, they promoted 
themselves as forest guardians. They were working together to build a green 
world in the national park, and such efforts were recognized by Thai Buddhists 
and won some consent from the National Park Authority. In their interaction 
with monks, Lahu’s cultural content for ethnic identity is built up by adding new 
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religious traits and ecological interpretations. Religion constitutes an important 
factor to “establishing a group identity in terms of the individuals’ relation to the 
past and future as well as the relationship between the individuals and the 
group and helps answer people’s desire for located-ness and continuity” (Seul. 
1999:16).  Lahu’s religious identity has been established through their 
application of Buddhist environmental ethics and rituals, without abandonment 
of animistic rituals. Collective Buddhist identity, therefore, becomes a resource 
for strategic usage in their negotiations with state power.  
The interaction between discourses and practices of environmentalisms 
helps to reproduce ethnic identity. To understand the cultural politics of 
negotiation and identity in a protected area, it is necessary to look at how 
people perceive and situate themselves in a complex interplay of 
environmental discourses, and for the Lahu specifically the active adaptation 
of Buddhist ecology. Lahu are all active and self-conscious of their religious 
choices. I would argue that they have made informed decisions on their own 
religious belief. They embraced Buddhism for its practical ecological solutions. 
Through the hard times of resistance to forced eviction, Buddhism became a 
resource of wisdom and self-adaptation. Such adaptation to a new religious 
identity is a form of resistance to external forces, specifically the intrusion of 
state forestry.   
Building solidarity with monks is the strategy that Lahu chose to perform. 
Being Buddhist is a pragmatic adaptation for the Lahu, which initially had 
 105 
defensive motivations. In the domain of religious practices that involve many 
new ecological ideas for the Lahu, social relations between the majority and 
minority are re-categorized into relations between locals and Buddhist Thai 
and between locals and power practitioners in the national parks. Lahu’s 
perception of ‘khon Thai’ is then diversified into different power relations and 
social encounters. In reverse, through such social relations, many Thai 
lowlanders’ perceptions of this hill people has changed, in which they view 
these forest residents more as nature lovers or forest guardians than the 
‘slash-and-burn’ practitioners as depicted in the mainstream environmental 
narrative. 
With the arrival of Buddhism, Lahu learned about making merit by giving 
alms to monks during their early morning walk through the village. Later on, 
they learn to make merit by planting more trees. Their attitude towards nature, 
therefore, became more entangled in their religious mindsets and beliefs. 
Immediate Buddhist ecology in the socio-political and economic context of the 
Lahu in the National Park has contributed crucially to the resolution of spatial 
contestation and environmental disputes between locals and state power. 
Monks initiated projects have transformed the village into a more green-loving 
society and boosted community development. More than that, from such 
social interaction with monks and religious practice, locals have resituated 
themselves in the multifaceted power relations.  
Phra Phaisan Visalo (as cited in Tucker and Duncan. 1998: 53) suggested 
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forest monasteries should be perceived as a system of relationships among 
the individuals, society and nature. Accordingly, the Sangha in the forest 
monasteries is a society aiming for human development amidst the natural 
environment. In this system of relationship, we can see the wisdom which 
stresses the interrelatedness and interdependence of persons, society and 
nature. In the context of social exclusion with many environmental constraints 
being imposed and asymmetries in power relations, the Lahu choose 
‘unorthodox’ and ‘peripheral’ forest Buddhism as a resourceful religion. 
This chapter has looked into how new understandings of nature was 
reshaped in adherence to practices of Buddhist ecology. Forest as depicted in 
this chapter is a site for ascetic practice, Lahu’s livelihood, and ongoing 
dialogue among discourses. In their initial encounter with state’s forestry, 
locals resorted to Buddhist hermeneutics which ‘provide all the essential 
elements for a relationship to the natural world characterized by respect, care 
and compassion” (Bikhu Bodhi as cited in Tucker and Duncan. 1998: 47).  
Forest monks as discussed in Kalama (1997: 297) see people’s lives 
connect deeply to nature. They develop an accurate sense of the impact of 
modernization and identify wilderness as indispensable to culture. The 
protection of forests becomes synonymous with protecting animals and the 
well-being of communities, providing the essential basis for morality to grow. 
Buddhism survived and flourished among ethnic groups in Siam because it 
was a grassroot, community-based religion combining spiritual pursuits with 
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practical concerns. Forest monks in my case study offer a striking example of 
‘unorthodox’ Buddhism developing outside of state sponsorship. The findings 
and implications from my approach to Buddhist environmentalism in a hill tribe 
community offer new insights into contemporary Buddhist societies in northern 
Thailand and its other peripheries. Most importantly, apart from a detailed 
depiction of monks’ engagement in solving tension from forced eviction, the 
chapter also investigated the active response of a hill community in their 
interaction with Buddhist environmentalism. Closer attention to the attitude 
and response of local people towards Buddhist ecology has demonstrated the 
initial developments of the process of knowledge production in the protected 
area.  
From Ajarn Man’s calling for action to return hill people’s favor, 
generations of his disciples training their heart and mind in peripheral localities 
have been helping with their local development. Stories about forest monks 
and the Lahu being Buddhist in Muser hills have shown that monks reshaped 
local attitudes towards power relations with the Thai state and generated the 
reconstruction of local wisdom to fit in new socio-economic landscapes. 
Through their interaction with monks, Lahu learned to redefine and situate 
themselves in aspects of their ethnicity, including spiritual life, and perceptions 
of being marginalized and subjected to environmental constraints.  Political 
and social encounters regarding forced eviction, new livelihood, religious 
practice and Buddhist ecology added more repertoires for a new local ecology 
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to be established and from which, the Lahu craft a new identity for themselves 
as ‘forest guardians’.  
The practice of Buddhist ecology generates new perceptions of self and 
other. In the formation of Lahu identity, Buddhist ecological practices produce 
enactments / new traits for Lahu culture and identity, which are essentially 
made of new environmental ethics.  In their responses to changes in their 
traditional habitat, the Lahu act out their new identity as forest guardians in its 
fusion with Buddhist activities and practices.  Buddhism is a primary channel 
of social relations that provide these people with a new environmental 
discourse and social sympathy. The national park became a space sustained 
by a complex network of relationships between locals and others (monks, 
fellow lowland Buddhists and the national park authority). The state-margin 
relation involves repression and resistance while minority-majority interaction 
has its multidimensional reality. The social relations between locals, monks 
and Thai Buddhists forge us to rethink protected areas in northern Thailand as 
not only sites of environmental conflict and political resistance but also as 
places for knowledge production, peoples’ agency and identity representation. 
Taking such fusion of environmental practices as a point of departure, the 
Lahu further consolidate them into a more established environmental 
discourse of themselves through many conservation projects and ways to 





 Forest Guardians 
 
The national park, marked by collisions, interactions and negotiations 
among people and ideas has become a fertile ground for the development of 
self-definition and self-assertion. For the Lahu, both ‘identity and place are 
continually contested domains and both are constituted through process of 
exclusion and othering, and of generating differences’ (as argued in Gupta 
and Ferguson. 1997: 6). The interweaving of power, identity, social interaction 
and resistance has generated their new ‘understandings of locality’ and 
natural surroundings, which leads to the production of local knowledge.  The 
dynamic reality of power relations, as described in my stories about the Lahu’s 
‘keeping forests green’ and their daily encounters with state figures, forces us 
to rethink social interactions between social groups in protected areas. 
Conflicts over environmental discourses cannot be reduced to a simple 
standoff between two opposing sides - the state’s conservation imperatives 
and local tradition - but rather can be seen as a process of compromise, 
combination and negotiation among many discourses.  
            The incorporation and appropriation of external knowledge resources 
into local knowledge in environmental management have been key to survival 
agenda of the Lahu community in the face of hegemonic suppression over 
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access to resource.  Adjustments to traditional agriculture based on elements 
of Buddhist ecology, local understandings of the forest, and the adoption of 
modern technologies and forms of knowledge have all had important 
implications for the politics of livelihood, conservation and identity. Thanks to 
relentless efforts to promote their local conservation practices and to network 
with supporters, the Lahu have gained prominence among hill communities 
across northern Thailand, as well as among concerned Thai and international 
environmentalists. In the national park, their social position vis-à-vis the state 
is defined by control of and access to resources. The Lahu, therefore, have 
been working to promote their local identity as forest guardians (phu phithat pa 
in Thai language) and as frontrunners of sustainable coexistence between 
human and nature.   
          For over 30 years, this community have been attempting to gain visibility 
of being nature-friendly people, cultivate connections, and, by combining and 
preempting a number of ecological discourses, to establish a narrative of self-
reliance –‘phung pha ton eng’ / ‘count on selves’ as Kaphol phrase it in Thai 
language, based on the ideology of self-sufficiency 22  by King Bhumibol 
                                                      
22The idea of Sufficiency Economy was initiated in the 1970s by King Bhumibol Adulyadej, 
which promoted self-reliant or sustainable farming. The King stressed the importance of 
building a ‘good and stable foundation’ before further progress could be developed. 
Accordingly, instead of putting the emphasis on the expansion of the industrial sector prior to 
development, the stability of the basic economy should be established first, that is, assuring 
that the majority of rural people have enough to subsist first (as introduced on Chaipattana 
Foundation’s website, a nongovernmental organization whose honorary president is the King, 
<http://www.chaipat.or.th/chaipat_english/>). Fundamental to sufficiency economy’s approach 
to rural Thailand is its three stage process of development.  “This staged process of 
development builds on a foundation of self-reliant agriculture Stage 2 in the sufficiency 
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Aduyadej. Self-reliance for the Lahu is the basic level of self-sufficiency 
(enough rice, live stocks, vegetables, firewood, clothes, and other daily life 
necessities) and beyond that seasonal products to sell at the market. In a 
documentary broadcast on Thai PBS channel in 2015, Kaphol stated that the 
Lahu do not need any sponsorship from the state for their livelihoods, they just 
request allowance and no state’s intervention into their own ways to conserve 
the forest. They can count on themselves through their adaptive cultivation 
both for their living and natural conservation. 
           Though forced eviction has eased for recent years, state management 
techniques and spatial organization such as land measurement and zoning 
continue to restrict locals’ access to resources. So too, the state’s discourse 
around Lahu as forest destroyers needing to be contained or, possibly, 
removed, has run up against a counter-discourse of sustainable coexistence 
promoted by the Lahu. The threat of eviction and the need to counter 
government narratives forced the Lahu to reshape their understanding of the 
surrounding forests. While their more adaptive livelihood has taken shape, 
based on new understandings of their environment, these people have also 
                                                                                                                                                                                
economy model of development extends self-reliance to the community level with local 
exchange of household surpluses to meet local needs. And, in turn, Stage 3 involves a higher 
level of external exchange to sell excess production and to obtain technology and resources. 
On top of this foundation local and non-local exchange involves the circulation of surpluses 
produced within the subsistence-oriented base. Local subsistence needs, not regional, 
national or international market demand, are the key drivers of production. The exchange of 





attempted to change public portrayal of themselves from forest destroyers to 
conservers.   
        In Muser hills, Lahu’s resistance to the Thai state’s environmental politics 
- its insistence on preserving a human-free nature even if it means forced 
eviction - rests on establishing a different vision of human-nature coexistence. 
After decades of conflicts between the two sides, the state’s goal of forced 
eviction has given way to other forms of suppression such as forest 
classification to reduce local livelihood space and the imposition of 
environmental and land-use constraints. The primary source of legitimacy for 
the Lahu is from the obvious increasing ‘pa si khiew’ (green forests, which are 
fully covered with green trees, as compared to bare hills unrecovered from 
slash-and burn practice). Documenting and circulating how green forest is 
being expanded in the National Park, the Lahu have challenged the success 
of state’s conservation projects.  
          The successful switch from slash and burn cultivation to seasonal 
vegetation cropping along with the reinvention of local knowledge helped lay 
the foundation for Lahu’s new image in the eyes of many social groups in 
lowland society, especially their supporters, NGOs, environmental 
organizations such as Green World Award and mass media. After decades of 
conflict, efforts by Thai state officials to relocate Lahu villagers failed in the 
face of persistent local resistance. In 1991, the National Park Authority (NPA) 
issued its ‘Guidelines for Natural Resources Management’ specifically applied 
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to Taksin Maharat National Park - a nearly 30-page document aimed to 
instruct local people to practice sustainable forestry, which acknowledged that 
relocating the Muser (Lahu) out of the park was a difficult task and suggested, 
for the first time, that compromise could be an appropriate policy. Kaphol was 
the key person assigned to circulate the state’s instruction within Huaiplalod 
village. However, he together with his villagers cast a blind eye on what the 
document said.  
              The Guidelines continued to frame most traditional foraging practices 
as environmentally harmful, contributing to deforestation and the decrease of 
watershed resources. For instance, the Guidelines noted that collecting 
bamboo shoots and djenkol bean (archidendron jiringa) degraded the density 
of these plant genres. By contrast, the National Park Authority identified 
vegetable cultivation and trading at the marketplace as a sustainable 
livelihood. In other words, despite recognizing the need to compromise, the 
National Park Authority continued to identify Lahu practices as an obstacle to 
forest preservation and environmental sustainability. As Ajarn Den often joked, 
they knew how to name their projects in impressive ways meant to assist local 
development but had offered no practical advice either action to secure a new 
livelihood for them. Lahu, he suggested, must find their way out for 
themselves.  
             The Lahu counter such power imposition by integrating aspects of the 
state’s ecological agenda and expert knowledge into their own local 
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knowledge and conducting their own forestry; doing it in such a way that they 
avert the more regulatory aspects of the NPA’s spatial politics (mapping, 
allocating limited land lots for local farming and patrols around protected 
zones). In the meantime, the Lahu were formulating and circulating a counter 
discourse (via awards projects, news stories on mass media and regional 
forums on ecology) resting in sustainable human-nature coexistence. On a 
daily basis, Lahu practiced the wide spread violation of park zoning rules, 
exploiting the day to day reality of the park regulatory apparatus. Taking 
advantage of Royal Forest Department staff’s unwillingness or inability to 
‘police’ them in the deep forest that they know all the trails, the Lahu sneak in 
some forest zones to collect forest produce or cut timbers for their house 
construction. While the state’s spatial organization in the park ‘renders 
localities legible in the eyes of the state’ (Scott. 1998), Lahu villagers 
responded to such territorializing politics by both conformity and non-
conformity means. These people use ‘spatial tactics,’ livelihood strategies and 
ecological techniques to empower their position and assert their identity 
against state projects and discourses.   
             Following the NPA’s report, the Lahu used their newly-acquired Thai 
language to assemble and document their local knowledge and create a 
counter discourse against that of the state. To counter the NPA’s framing of 
their practices as ‘harmful to forests’ (thamlay pa in Thai language), the Lahu 
re-organized their understandings of the environment and adaptive forestry- 
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comprising indigenous and modern elements - to put it all in documents. Prior 
to the publication of the NPA’s guidelines, the Lahu had never attempted to 
systemize their traditional forestry in written form. In part, this was due to the 
fact that earlier generations had no written language. However, with the 
educational opportunities made possible by the monks as mentioned in the 
previous chapter, most Lahu now have good command of the Thai language.  
The new elements from external environmental discourses include some 
state’s definitions of what constitutes ‘proper’ ecological management. That 
said, there was no total refusal of state’s forestry in their environmental 
agenda. For example, the Lahu agreed on the state’s narrative of watershed 
management which needs to maintain the fertility and moisture of many forest 
zones. They bring such idea into reality by building natural weirs and conduct 
their traditional fire protection methods in those zones.  
         One afternoon, after a bowl of noodle near the school, I visited Puchan 
Chaluu – a senior expert in tradition 23 in the southern part of the village. In a 
black sarong and with a traditional clothe hat on his head, he was blowing a 
Lahu musical instrument made of Meadowbrook gourds. Wanlapha, my friend 
helped set up an appointment with him.  During our conversation, he pointed 
out that it was three decades ago, when the community was facing possible 
eviction, that villagers had learned how to systemize their knowledge of the 
forest in a better form. Prior to the threat, spreading knowledge about local 
                                                      
23  Puchan in Lahu language refers to six (or sometimes eight) senior male villagers, 
knowledgeable in animistic tradition, selected based on their clans.  
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forestry was a routine and unconscious part of daily life, passed on through 
generations – the skills and dispositions gained through life experiences as 
termed “habitus” 24 by Borduex (1986). As part of these efforts to organize 
knowledge, the young and educated members of the community have begun 
to put local wisdom down onto paper. These hill people compile and generate 
all forms of ecological knowledge they know into a strategic discourse to 
survive in a protected area.  In so doing, they aim to inform outsiders that the 
Lahu have their own long-established attitudes and ways of managing their 
relationship to the surrounding environment. In addition to their attempt to 
codify local ecology, referring to the guidelines by the National Park Authority 
in 1991, community meetings were held to address vital issues related to 
eviction and environmental constraints being imposed by the national park 
authority. Such document imposing restraints on access to recourse and 
demarcation of forest zones marked the beginning of Lahu’s agenda to write 
down their environmental narrative.   
 
Land Measurement / Forest Classification  
  The Thai state’s territorialization agenda to control natural resources in its 
peripheral forests essentially involves the use of technology of modern 
mapping. Forest territory not claimed by permanent cultivators and other 
                                                      
24 Habitus – “the socially acquired systems of behavior, thought, and perception” which “guide 
the responses of individuals and groups to change” (Elliot. 2009).  In this context of 
environmental knowledge, I use the concept of habitus to refer to the deep-rooted habits, 
skills, and understandings of the surrounding environment which is people’s traditional habitat. 
Lahu people accumulated such knowledge through their life experiences.	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government agencies was declared to be under the Royal Forestry 
Department (RFD) and then demarcated and mapped into reserve and 
protected areas.  That is a ‘process by which states attempt to control people 
and their actions by drawing boundaries around a geographic space, 
excluding some categories of individuals from this space, and proscribing or 
prescribing specific activities within these boundaries’ (Vandergeest. 
1996:159).  The classification of forest landscapes was conducted together 
with the imposition of forest laws and maps to ‘represent political power over 
natural and social space’ (Luangaramsri. 2001: 72).   
    In 1970s, high on the Thai government’s forest classification agenda 
was the creation of protected areas, based on the US model of National 
Parks. Protected areas are part of the new technology for Thailand to 
modernize itself in the aspects of natural conservation. Accordingly, 
ecosystems, especially those in the highlands have been classified into 
‘national parks’ (uthayan haeng chat) and ‘wildlife sanctuaries’ – khet raksa 
phan sat pa (Luangraramsri. 2001: 76-77). For the case of Taksin Maharat 
National Park, the gazette included a forceful removal of Huaiplalod village to 
a lower altitude in Kamphengpet province, which failed at the persistence of 
Lahu to hold on to their traditional habitat.  
While continuously threatening people to move out of the forest (at its 
most intense phase in the late 80s and early 90s and has been easing in 
recent years), the National Park Authority classified most local livelihood 
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space (farming areas) as ‘pa anurak’ - conservation forest or protected zone 
where logging farming, hunting and collecting wild products are illegal. Bans 
on usage of those zones have been imposed.  In response, the Lahu’s system 
of classification is closely related to their watershed management scheme, 
their adaptive agriculture (mun wieng farms for planting rice and corn and 
vegetable farms), conservation zones and other practical purposes 
(construction material, firewood and wild products). Over thirty years, the 
National Park Authority and the Lahu community have not reached a final 
compromise on what they call ‘kan beng zon phuun thee pa’ (zoning of forest 
land) or ‘kan wat theedin’ (land measurement). Amidst the incomplete 
negotiation and at times resistance, the Lahu have documented their own 
system of forest classification that secures their new livelihood, sustains and 
even expands the density of many forest zones.  
             Back to the day I first got to know about Mr. Kaphol – the innovative 
village chief through the small exhibition of certificates and awards in his 
coffee shop as mentioned in chapter 1, much later that afternoon, Mr. Kaphol 
showed me a letter from the National Park Authority inviting him and the 
village representatives to a meeting about land measurement. Whenever there 
was any invitation letter or notification document, senior villagers in the village 
committee (khana kamakan muban – the management board comprising of 10 
senior or well-educated local individuals to represent the whole community) 
would consult Kaphol. If the matter needed more serious consideration, 
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Kaphol consulted Ajarn Den (the monk) to make sure that they could make 
informed-decisions. As discussed earlier in chapter 2, Ajarn Den was a 
beacon for the Lahu in their resistance and negotiation with the state’s policies 
in the National Park. When it came to crucial affairs regarding politics of 
livelihood and their agenda with state’s policies, the Lahu consulted the monk 
as they looked up him as a resourceful person.   
         In this case, the NPA wanted to inform the Lahu what forests zones 
would be measured and for what purposes. Kaphol told me he had just 
persuaded his villagers not to attend the meeting, reasoning that locals’ 
attendance would, by default, mean people’s decision to collaborate with 
NPA’s. In addition, Lahu needed a more systematic and professional map of 
the forest so that they could negotiate with the state. According to Kaphol, the 
whole village committee didn’t trust the NPA as their attendance in the 
meeting would be taken advantage by the NPA to report to higher office in 
Bangkok that things could proceed. Instead, he said, Lahu people should re-
draw their living and farming space on their own, to get themselves prepared 
for any potential conflict in the measurement project by the state.  
              In other words, to counter state’s politics, the Lahu also use the 
language or methods of the state to territorialize their habitat. They draw maps 
on local terms to counter the state’s map which is expected to reduce their 
livelihood space for conservation purposes. To draw a map, Kaphol, Japhuu 
(the former headman), Wanlapha (the school teacher), and a few other young 
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villagers spent three days surveying all surrounding forest zones on bike or on 
foot if the trails were too rough to drive by. Thanks to GPS techniques they’ve 
learned from their supporters (lay students of Ajarn Den) and experts from 
state’s ‘New Model Forest Community’ projects (which will be discussed later), 
the Lahu make their map more professional with more detailed demarcation of 
forest zones for community use, farming and conservation.  That said, they 
combine modern technologies and ideas even from state’s projects into their 
mapping activities.  
            Mr. Kaphol was referring to locals’ attempts to create a local discourse 
– to interpret the social, economic, cultural and physical landscapes according 
to their own wisdom – and to thereby preempt the state before it takes further 
action. In an attempt to systemize their land use and render their cultivation 
intelligible in response to the guidelines, locals had conducted land 
measurement or forest classification and reported on their household’s crops 
in their applications sent to many funding organizations. Kaphol kept these 
documents and would use them whenever needed. In the case of conflicts 
with the NPA, it would ensure they have some written proof of land use to 
present to the relevant offices in central Tak province, or enable them to sue 
for justice in Bangkok.  
           Beginning in 2009, the Lahu in Muser hills had measured forest zones, 
for farming and collecting wild harvest on a larger surface than what was 
demarcated by the NPA.  In one such report by Mr. Jataw, a villager I saw the 
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specifications he’d used to detail his agricultural land: 755 meters above sea 
level, 0.96 hectare wide and comprised of 250 coffee plants, 5 avocado trees, 
10 bamboo trees and various other kinds of fruits and vegetables. All of these 
– as Mr. Jataw classified – economic plants (‘phudsedthakit’). Such land-use 
reports additionally classify other non-economic plants, herbal species and 
others for daily consumption (euphorbias, dogfuits, and gurjum tree) or 
economic cultivates like coffee (Hamilton’s Bamboo and Arabica coffee trees). 
In addition to classifying plants according to NPA categories, the Lahu use 
GPS techniques to draw the boundaries of water resource zones and 
agricultural and residence land. They surveyed and noted down landmarks of 
different zones then got back to a computer connected to internet to redraw 
the boundaries based on Google Earth and GPS application.  
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A map of forest classification (by GPS technique) drawn by the Lahu with the 
assistance of external supporters and based on local watershed management 
scheme. Image courtesy of Utokapat Foundation (under Royal Patronage of 
the King, in support of the management of community water), 2016. 
 
             In maintaining these documents, locals adopted the tools of the state, 
but rejected its overall land scheme. Moreover, by refusing to attend the 
meetings, Lahu intentionally claimed and registered (through documentation) 
land ownership before the National Park Authority could impose their 
allocation scheme.  Having in a conflict with the state people for more than 
decades, the Lahu see through the hypocrisy of the state’s people when 
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development projects are implemented in the hills. The Lahu have learned the 
hard way to cope with any intentions of state’s projects.  Land measurement 
or Forest classification is crucially influential on people’s livelihoods. 
Therefore, their attempt not to attend the meeting while conducting their own 
mapping of the forests can be read as ‘strategic positioning designed to keep 
the state at arm's length’ (Scott. 2009: ix-x).  The refusal to the invitation letter 
embodies “ideas or intentions to negate the basis of domination itself”, which 
is behavioural inconformity infused with anonymous acts of resistance (doing 
their own land measurement to counter the state’s map).  
               Kaphol told me that the meeting was supposed to be an occasion for 
the NPA to convey their message that they were set to launch the land 
measurement project on a specific date. Accordingly, they would ask locals to 
join their staff to cooperate in measuring land. That said, the Lahu could 
predict what steps and forms of action the state people would take towards 
them through that project. According to Kaphol, the NPA’s only intention was 
to expand the area of ‘pa anurak’/ ‘Protected Forest’ without consideration for 
space of villagers’ livelihood. By taking action ahead of the NPA, the Lahu do 
not limit their cultivation to land lots that the NPA allocated to them; the lands 
they claimed and rendered in their own zoning documents covered a much 
larger surface, corresponding to traditional use.  
            There are three fundamental elements to the Lahu land measurement 
or forest zoning agenda:  the assertion of surface of rotational farmland (rai 
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munwien) 25 , the demarcation of community forest, and watershed 
management. Demarcation of ‘rais’ is crucial to contemporary Lahu farming 
methods, which are no longer based on the cultivation of ‘rai lu’an loy’ (shifting 
cultivation or drifting swidden fields that Lahu have stopped practicing since 
1988).  Lahu livelihoods are now based on ‘rai munwien’ (farming in a 
rotational manner) and vegetable cultivation.  
 According to Laungaramsri (2001) and Vandergeest (1996), rai lu’an loy is 
a product of the historical process of the state’s terrorization of highland areas, 
as well as the state’s assimilation of the non-Tai ethnic hill people. Shifting 
cultivation, a popular subject of study among native and foreign scholars on 
northern highland of Thailand, has been linked to soil erosion and 
deforestation. Most highland communities in northern Thailand have practiced 
slash-and-burn farming (swiddening, officially outlawed in 1989) which is 
regarded as destructive to watersheds and water regime downstream and as 
the main cause of soil erosion (Kampe 1997, MacKinnon. 1997, Schmidt-Vogt. 
1998 and Walker. 2003). Swiddening needs to be “left fallow for several years 
after a few years of cropping and the farming technique requires a large 
amounts of forest land to be sustainable” (Delang. 2006: 470). Fundamental to 
Thai state’s policy (in terms of environmental politics) towards upland 
cultivation, ‘rai lu’an loy’ is a main problem that needs to be solved, ‘either 
through the stabilization and transformation of shifting cultivation into a 
                                                      
25 Rai in both Thai and Lahu languages refer to farmland. ‘Pai tham rai’ means go to the farm 
to work on their crop. Rai is also a unit of measurement (1 rai = 1600 m2 = 0.16 ha = 0.395 
acre).	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permanent form of agriculture or through the resettlement of communities out 
of upland areas, or both” (Luangaramsri. 2001: 185).  
           One of the most major constraints that the Thai imposed on Lahu was 
the ban on ‘rai lu’an loy’ practice. Taking Ajarn Den’s advice, the Lahu gave up 
their slash-and-burn agriculture while finding other ways to sustain their 
livelihood and resist the state’s forced eviction. It is also a form of conformity 
that the Lahu demonstrated to the state’s power amidst other various forms of 
resistance and negotiation. That the Lahu stopped slash-and-burn practice 
can be termed as ‘calculated conformity and cautious resistance.” (as 
discussed in Scott. 1985:241). It helps them ‘clothe their resistance in the 
public language of conformity’ (idid: 289).  
As the Lahu have shifted to new modes of farming on clearly demarcated 
land lots they’ve had to adapt to the new risks that come along with them, 
such as having their total cultivation area limited or reduced by ecological 
constraints for the purpose of conservation. To mitigate this risk, the Lahu 
depend on the availability of additional plots. Traditional methods of Lahu land 
cultivation is based on a crop rotation system. Each household has at least 
three or four plots on which to grow corn and rice. Rice or corn can be planted 
on one plot repeatedly for two or three years while the others are left fallow. 
After harvest in October, people leave the corn and rice stalks to dry and then 
burn them in end of March or early April. The ash will be infused into the soil 
as natural fertilizers. The new crop is then grown in May and June.  After three 
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consecutive years of cultivation on a single plot, they move their crops to 
another plot for the next two or three years, leaving the original land fallow for 
several years before returning. 
       Under the NPA restriction of land use in their traditional livelihood areas, 
the mun wieng method has re-emerged as a dominant and practical response. 
Like the Karen studied by Luangaramsri (2001), Mun Wien served as a local 
mode of ‘subsistence production’ and affirms ‘the historical relationship 
between hill people and their surroundings.’ However, while the Karen leave 
their lands fallow for up to seven or eight years, the Lahu, operating under 
constraints of the NPA and limited allocated forest zones for them, reduce 
their rotations to two or three years. Though the lands may not recover to their 
fullest in this time, the Lahu still see the use of Mun Wien as a way of 
maintaining a ‘common’ Lahu method despite and against the NPA’s land 
allocations.  
To assure that there is enough land for Mun Wien cultivation, within the 
area designated as community agricultural forest, the Lahu have conducted 
their own zoning project. Pushed by discontent with the NPA’s land 
measurement project they use zoning to firmly establish and assert the 
boundaries of their livelihood zones. The Mun Wien land claimed in the forest 
is owned by households. Each household can claim up to four land lots, each 
approximately 2 hectares.  The practice of Mun Wien, a ‘modified form of 
customary land right which has created a clear marker between usufruct right 
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and land ownership’ and ‘the practice of continuity of settlement and 
systematic mobility to maintain the cyclical movement of swidden’ 
(Luangaramsri. 2002: 191- 203) was thus part of Lahu’s contestation of the 
state’s land projects.  
 Like other hill communities living in protected areas of northern Thailand, 
such as the Karen in Thung Yai Naresuan wildlife sanctuary, forest 
classification is fundamental in interaction between local people and the RFD.  
Such interaction involves “competing definitions of forests and forest use” and 
the conflict over forest use ‘demonstrates that classifications are not just 
representations of nature but contingent practices of power, contested on a 
daily basis” (Delang, Wong and Vogt. 2006: 650). Unlike the Karen in Thung 
Yai Naresuan whose forest classification is based on fallow and swidden 
cultivation, the Lahu reimagine their traditional habitat in a new framework of 
ecology for sustainable conservation as they believe. That said, the practices 
of seasonal vegetation crops, watershed management and rotational 
agriculture (the munwien method for rice and corn farms) are the foundation of 
their forest classification system. In so doing, they have crafted their own way 
to adapt to the state’s environmental constraints. Beyond their local setting, 







Since the 1990s, environmental debate in Thailand has mostly centered 
on the Community Forest (CF) Bill and the preservation of forest resources 
(Buergin and Kessler. 2001). The new constitution enacted in 1997 stipulated 
the need for the participation of communities and local organizations in natural 
resource management as well as the right of indigenous people in 
management of natural resources (item 46). CFM (community forest 
management) in Thailand is ‘an issue of contested resource tenure between 
local people and the state’ (Hirsch. 1997: 16).  CFM concepts and approaches 
include a wide range of activities that build upon a combination of existing 
indigenous knowledge of community members with scientific knowledge to 
improve forest management practices. CFM experts revealed that CFM in 
Thailand has been more of a peoples’ movement than a government program. 
CFM in Thailand is not a government initiative, rather it is accepted by the 
RFD in a retrospective fashion under local pressure; thus presenting a bottom-
up approach. The RFD, under present form of the country’s legislation, is not 
an institution suitable for properly monitoring and developing CFM.  It has 
arisen as the result of spontaneous initiatives of local communities to protect 
and manage their surrounding forests. Because of the absence of state 
initiatives, forest dependent communities in many areas have initiated forest 
protection on their own. 
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       At the beginning, CFM included only indigenous forest management by 
different ethnic groups, but recently community forests have developed as a 
response to changing ecological and socioeconomic conditions, and 
emphasize access to and control over forest resources. In July 2000, 
parliament passed the first reading of the draft CFM bill, and the process of 
deliberating different approaches of resource management continued. For 
some time, the CFM debate has been complicated by the preparation of a 
number of alternative drafts of proposed community forest legislation, with 
clear differences between the draft prepared by the Royal Forest Department 
(RFD) and that prepared by an alliance of academics and NGOs (commonly 
referred to as the ‘people’s version’). In early 2002, the House of 
Representatives passed a version of the bill that recognizes the legal status of 
communities living in and around Thailand’s National Forest Reserves, and 
propose the establishment of community forests by rural communities to 
manage forest areas in cooperation with the RFD. In November 2007, after 18 
years of consideration, the National Legislative Assembly (NLA) passed the 
CF Bill. To a certain extent, the bill represents a historic change in Thailand’s 
state forestry, which for the first time legalized community’s rights to manage 
the forest.  The movement for CFM in Thailand is a challenge for community 
members to show that the coexistence of people and forest is possible due to 
the intimate relationship between rural livelihoods and forest ecosystems. It 
can be asserted that the local management of resources is the key to ensuring 
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livelihood security and resource sustain- ability (Salam, Noguchi and Pothitan. 
2006 and Usher. 2009). 
             Opponents’ concerns about the ability of forest-dependent 
communities to reside and continue their livelihood in protected areas were 
largely responsible for this delay and continue to shape the bill’s revisions and 
implementation. According to Weatherby and Somying (2008), the CF Bill was 
likely to negatively impact more than 20,000 communities, preventing them 
from accessing and managing their current community forests. The most 
recent development in the ongoing debate on the implementation of the bill 
was a petition on 8 June 2015, signed by 23,000 people, urging the 
government to reject the most recent revisions. The organizer of the petition 
was the People’s Movement for Justice Society (P-Move), a civil society 
organization serving marginalized communities in Thailand. P-Move also 
called on the government to implement bills on forest community rights, thus 
allowing communities to utilize local natural resources more independently.  
                The Community Forest policy aims to promote community 
participation together with the state in the management of natural resources. 
The implementation of a ‘Community Forest’ (pa chumchon in Thai language) 
in Muser hills involves the process of zoning or demarcating cultivation areas 
and conservation forestlands. Under the provisions of the CF Bill, the Lahu in 
Muser hills were able to claim their right to cultivation in many forest zones 
previously off-limits to them by incorporating them into the areas designated 
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as community forest. The perimeter of the community forest is therefore a 
pressing site of concern and contestation between locals and NPA. The 
Lahu’s idea of  community forest differs from that of the state, which extends 
its scheme to  water resource management  and agricultural land 
management.26 For the Lahu, local forests are comprised of different zones, 
each classified according to purpose or usage.  
              Previously the Lahu village itself had unwritten rules regarding 
residence zones and other forest zones (farming zones, pa anurak – 
conservation zones and sacred zone as a cemetery for the dead). To take 
advantage of the idea of ‘Community Forest’, they managed to transfer these 
traditional divisions into a more standard form. In the late 2000s, the Lahu 
divided the community forest into sub-categories based on the perceived 
values of different zones – which are ‘pa anurak’, ‘pa sombun’. ‘pa ton nam’ 
and ‘pa chay soi’. Accordingly, in forest conservation areas (pa anurak), Lahu 
do not conduct any activities to conserve the zone.   In the watershed 
management zone (pa ton nam27 in Thai language), they implemented their 
watershed projects and irrigation system for agriculture.  In pa sombun (dense 
                                                      
26 The key limitation, a literal reading of the legislation of a version of the Community forest bill in 
2002 by the House of Representatives suggests that agriculture is not permitted in areas 
managed by these community forest committees. A considerably more generous reading of the 
legislation and associated literature suggests that agriculture may be permitted under a broader 
process of land use reform facilitated by the legislation but this process is one that gives primary 
emphasis to communal forms of land ownership and management (Walker. 2003).	  	  	  
27 Pa ton Nam is a forest zone from which villagers draw domestic or irrigated water supply 
while pa chai soi is the area, where grazing, timber cutting, gathering of food, medicinal plants, 
firewood and other forest products are allowed to a certain extent and to specific groups of 
users (Hirsch. 1996. 247-267). 
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forest, mostly in its original form, the main supply area of herbs, wood, and 
wild-harvested produce), they collect wild products to a certain extent to 
maintain the density of the zone. Pa chaysoi’ (surrounding the village) zone 
provides them with construction material and firewood and is also used for 
grazing.  Other forest zones mark cultivation land including vegetable areas 
and Mun Wien farms and about 32 hectares of designated residence zone.  
  Lahu’s efforts to classify the forest on their own terms helps assure 
enough space for their own multi-purpose use - conservation, farming, 
construction material, firewood, household implements and wild-picked forest 
products. Initially, they classified these zones based on the geographical 
landmarks in the zone (such as a range of rocks, a stream and the temples) 
and the directions of the zones as compared to the village (west, north, south 
or east of the village). Later on, with more expertise in using google earth and 
GPS, assisted by Thai supporters, they have a map of watershed 
management as shown above. This map serves as an important reference for 
Lahu when they identify other forest zones in the categories of pa chai soi and 
pa anurak.   Despite these classifications, the Lahu see all forest zones as 
inextricably linked - an indivisible ecological complex. 
           In an attempt to resist the mainstream discourse about them as ‘Forest 
Destroyers’ (khon thamlay pa) who practice slash and burn agriculture, Lahu 
leaders reported in a proposal - applying for a 2004 ‘New Model Forest 
Community’ award by the Ministry of Natural Resource and Environment - on 
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the progress of on-hill projects. They directly counter critics of their practices, 
as well as what they see as the biased depiction of their ways by lowlanders. 
For instance, in terms of reforestation and conservation, locals suggested 
improving the conditions of Pa Yakha (wild grass hills) by planting more trees. 
They also use a traditional practice to improve the outcomes of Yakha forest 
zones. Grass will grow fastest during the rainy season, becoming a great 
source of food for cattle. In return, cow dung turns into fertilizer, enriching the 
ground. When the grasses begin to decrease, the Lahu spread vegetable 
seeds, along with “economic value” plants, in order to transform the Yakha 
areas into more productive economic zones. In so doing, locals incorporated 
Pa Yakha into the zone of economic value, which technically expanded the 
space of their livelihood.  
            To foster the fertility of community forest, the Lahu have 
established their own system of regulations and sanctions. No hunting is 
allowed within a kilometer of the community forest perimeter. A fine of 500 
Baht is imposed on anyone caught in violation. The money will go to 
community budget which is spent on buying equipment and food for public 
projects. The community management board (khana kamakan muban) will 
keep the money. Every household must contribute one member to join public 
activities such as tree-planting in rainy season and fire prevention work in dry 
season. Any household that fails to participate in such joint activities is fined 
150 Baht. Community regulations also include prohibitions on the removal of 
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certain plants or animals (listed as endangered species in the guidelines) from 
the forest and the mandated maintenance of a fire prevention zone around all 
farms. The fine for trading in bamboo trees and timber might reach ฿ 5000 
(around $US 150). The punishment for careless burning is also ฿ 5000. The 
village committee allows people to seek forest produce only at the end of each 
year, after the rainy season.  
 
           Lahu incorporate watershed management into their larger vision of the 
community forest project, proudly claim the success of their community forest 
relative to other zones under the National Park Authority’s control. The main 
difficulties come from the discontent between the state and locals over 
competing visions of how best to manage the land. For instance, NPA’s 
intervention into locally-initiated management systems have made participants 
de facto ‘illegal’ foresters. In the meantime, the NPA also redrew the 
boundaries of the community forest based on their own preconceived notions 
reducing access to a large portion of zones in use by the Lahu for decades. 
That said, in the National Park, two zoning systems coexist. The state does 
not recognize the zones classified by the Lahu. That is the reason why conflict 
over access to forest land is still unresolved.  
            Different boundaries are created and coexist, which carry with them 
contestation on a daily basis. The Lahu cast a blind eye on the forest 
classification systems which the national park imposed through the guidelines. 
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They view those zones (classified by the state) as the way the state people 
prevent them from access to natural resource. ‘They just want to evict us out 
by stopping us from using the forest’, said Kaphol.  In this context, the Lahu 
practice of mapping out land with relatively exact specifications and usage 
descriptions projects an image of a marginal community using their traditional 
forestry together with state’s tools and techniques to resist incursion. Land 
measurement is a way to make space visible and represent one’s control over 
it. By taking action to systemize their own claim on land and setting up their 
own rules to their treatment of common zones and private zones, the Lahu 
seek to influence national environmental politics that limited their access to 
natural resources and to defend their rightful residence in their traditional 
habitat.   
     The landscape of a protected area and the communities residing around 
and inside of it thus becomes what Sletto (2002: 415) has termed a 
conceptual arena “upon which different social groups project contested 
meanings, ideas and representations in their struggle for power and resource 
access.” Mapping is then a means of power practice that states utilize to 
expand their control. Recognizing this, and in a response to the state’s efforts 
to restrain their access to natural resources and to structure local livelihoods, 
the Lahu’s refusal to attend meetings with state officials and decision to 
measure and document the land first can be seen as a kind of counter-
mapping. Counter-mapping has become an important part of local strategy 
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against states’ geographical claims and a political representation of local 
responses. It is an essential means to re-describe nature-society relationship 
in forests and to assert local community control over natural resources 
(Peluso. 1995, Brosius. 1998, Laungaramsri. 2001 and 2003, and Delang. 
2006). By creating a counter-map, the Lahu reinforce their communal ties to 
their landscape and reinterpret conservation forest classification. The case of 
contestation between Lahu and the Thai state over land use in Taksin Maharat 
National Park is thus an example of ‘territorialized power structures’ being 
always ‘constructed’, and ‘dynamic’ (McCarthy. 2007: 188).  
 
Watershed Management  
           One highlight of Lahu’s environmental agenda amidst continuing efforts 
to prove their capability to conserve the forest resources was watershed 
management. Locals’ innovative ways to sustain natural water supply were to 
serve their own needs while adhering to NPA constraints. More than that, 
through their watershed management, Lahu have projected themselves as a 
striking example of successful ‘human-nature’ coexistence in northern 
Thailand. The Lahu began their own local watershed management well before 
the arrival of the state’s Watershed Unit 28 into the National Park.  Under the 
advice of Ajarn Den, who urged them to maintain water supply for their own 
                                                      
28 Watershed Unit, established within the RFD in 1965 is part of the Thai state’s development 
policy to transform slash and burn agriculture into other forms of	   intensive market-oriented 
cultivation, which represents the most controversial notion of how a certain landscape should 
be defined and controlled. In practice, scientific criteria in the watershed practice are “often 
used to justify the state’s control of the highlands for the benefit of the lowlands.” 
(Luangaramsri. 2001: 137-143).	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agricultural use, members of the community set up a committee on watershed 
management. The committee was tasked to devise master plans for the 
agricultural system in the community forest in 2002. The long-term aim of the 
Lahu watershed project is to maintain the fertility of community forest zone. In 
the meantime, they aim to create stable seasonal crops within the zone and to 
ensure regular incomes and job-creation. The Lahu are a faithful royalist 
community that reveres the King and his teachings. Accordingly, the 
watershed project adopts the King’s philosophy of Sufficient Economy. During 
my fieldwork, Wanlapha and Kaphol sometimes took me with them to survey 
into many forest zones where I could saw up close the apparatus of their 
watershed management. Still fresh in my memory was the sight of Wanlapha 
sitting by a stream, splashing water to me and bragging: ‘‘In our forest, water 
flows all year round’’.   
            The Lahu treat the three water streams flowing across their community 
forest zone as lifeline for both their daily activities and for permanent 
agricultural cultivation. A total of 400 weirs, both natural and manmade, 
assures a stable water supply year round for cultivation and keep the large 
surface area of the forest moist. To take advantage of the moisture area 
around the irrigation pipeline system, the Lahu grow chayote (Fak Meo or 
Mara Wan in Thai language) which yields year-round produce for the local 
markets. Additionally, they use a sprinkle technique to water their vegetable 
gardens. This sprinkle technique, which the Lahu learned 10 years ago from 
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environmentalists visiting from the Japanese Embassy, saves both water and 
labor relative to manual watering.  Water from natural reservoirs they built by 
arranging forest soil, rocks and bamboo, runs down from a higher level 
through the polyvinyl pipe system to their vegetable farms. In the end, water is 
sprinkled around to water the vegetables.   Villagers prevent livestock such as 
pigs and horses from approaching the stream bank areas.  Water streams are 
further protected from pollution by bans on chemical use and trash dumping. 
To get a clearer understanding of how they sustain water supply, I looked 
closely at the documents they drafted to apply for awards for watershed 
management and sustainable forestry and to present at regional forums on 
local management of natural resources (organized by NGOs and the Ministry 
of Science and Technology both in Bangkok and Chiangmai).   
             A document 29 that the community submitted to Thailand’s Ministry of 
Science and Technology in 2007 to apply for the Award on Community 
Watershed Management, claims that locals promote the use of traditional 
knowledge and modern technology in the implementation of the watershed 
project. Accordingly, they reconstructed all natural weirs made of rocks and 
built additional cement weirs equipped with polyvinyl pipes to regulate water 
flow. The document also identifies this project as one alongside other 
cultivation modes being practiced in the hills such as rotational cultivation (rai 
mun wien) and notes they expect the fullest capacity of vegetable production. 
                                                      
29 Application for the Award for Community Watershed Management, drafted by the village 
committee – khana kamakan muban), which is entitled as ‘kho mun phuunthan khong 
chumchon: kan prakuad kan chadkan sabphayakon nam chumchon’. 
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The watershed zone is addressed as an important source of daily food and 
income for villagers.  
            In a report presented to other participants at the environmental forum 
‘Patana Nam Chumchon’ (Development of community watershed 
management) organized by Utokapat30 foundation under royal patronage of 
the king  in Chiangmai in early 2014, the Lahu addressed how some of their 
traditional agricultural practices have been harmful to the nature. Wanlapha, 
the Lahu schoolteacher told me about their participation in the forum and 
showed me the documents that her community prepared and presented there. 
In their report and PowerPoint slideshow, they traced their history of migration 
to the National Park, where a Karen community had long been settled. They 
compared their land cultivations to that of the Karen, noting similarities in 
terms of land cultivation, as well as recognizing that both tribes had 
contributed to deforestation and the gradual reduction of the forest’s many 
different forest zones to mostly yakha forests (wild grass forest).  In the report, 
the Lahu identified the practice of Ray Luan Loi (slash and burn farming) as 
responsible for degrading forest zones and leaving only yakha forest. They 
reported having reflected on themselves and their own practices and 
                                                      
30 The Foundation was set up on the occasion of the King’s 84th birthday in December, 2011 to 
deal with developmental issues concerning sustainable management of water for people’s 
livelihood. He contributed Baht 84 million (US$2.7 million) as initial endowment capital.  
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acknowledged that if there were no sustainable ways to use the forest, most 
forest zones would be degraded to only wild grass.  
           In that forum, from the stage, Chaphuu (the former village chief of the 
community) addressed a large audience of around 300 participants 
(representatives of some Hmong, Karen and Lahu communities and many 
Thai communities).  He recalled that sixty years ago, when the Lahu first 
migrated to the National Park area, they surveyed deep into Karen habitat. 
They saw their neighbors’ forest zones poorly preserved and especially noted 
how the lack of sufficient watershed led to less fertility for agriculture. 31 During 
the Q&A session, Wanlapha re-emphasized that the Lahu came to their 
understanding of the importance of watershed management from their forms 
of traditional cultivation, from the teachings by Ajarn Den, and from HM the 
King’s ideology, which had been conveyed to them during his royal visit to the 
village in 1974.  He stressed that the Lahu had set up their own initiative to 
manage water resources and had named it ‘Watershed Management for 
Fullest Capacity” (Neo khid kanborihan chakan Nam hay koed prayod 
sunsud). He described their local ideology from the PowerPoint slideshow 
through the following steps:  
 
                                                      
31 In 2013, I had an occasion to survey with Wanlapha through many forest zones along a trail 
into Huai Ca Ku village of the Karen located seven kilometers in a deeper forest from 
Huaiplalod village of the Lahu. The contrast between forests under the Lahu’s protection and 
those in the Karen’s zones was obvious. The Karen still conducted ‘slash-and-burn’ agriculture 
and they did not have a system of watershed management like the Lahu; therefore, many thin 
forests are easy to spot with naked eyes.   
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Preserve Pa Ton Nam (watershed forest) 
Good management of water streams by weirs.  
Sustainable supply of Water for Cultivation 
Small-scale Hydropower project 
In addition, he said, over the years of 2003, 2004 and 2005, they had built 
small weirs to slow down water streams and to ensure water supply for 
agriculture. They also built small reservoirs to contain water for household 
consumption.  
            On the advice of Ajarn Den that forest fires would threaten water 
supply which is crucial to local livelihoods, the Lahu I met have come to see 
the importance of forest moisture for preventing fires. They create a yearly 
plan to prevent fires from breaking out, which could cause severe harm to their 
livelihood zones. Kaphol said it plainly: “Damage to forest zones and water 
resources is also damage to every single individual’s life.” The forest fire 
protection zone is 3 km2. Villagers refrain from collecting bamboo shoots (the 
most collected forest product for its economic value) and other wild forest 
products in the zone to allow for natural replenishment and conservation. Their 
techniques for fire prevention rely on natural materials (banana leaves) and 
villagers’ labor to moisturize high-risk zones. For better preservation of the 
various forest zones, the Lahu assign each household to take care of a 
specific zone. A board of examiners led by the village chief to ensure that all 
households conduct regular preservation work on their allocated forestland. 
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The forest in local protection extends to 27 km2 measured and pictured with 
GPS technique. That means the RFD implicitly acknowledges Lahu’s 
responsibility for those zones and doesn’t try to change the situation.   
           To preserve the water resource forest zones, locals also nurture buds 
and plant them on the bald areas of the hill each year. Villagers of all ages 
take part in the planting activity and treat it like a festival. Children excitedly 
plant small trees all over the vacant lots of forest land, while adults instruct 
them how to place a young tree into newly dug holes properly. The largest 
areas planted as part of this project reached up to 80 hectares, aided by 740 
Lahu individuals. This yearly planting is done in cooperation with the National 
Park team and is another example of how the Lahu do not totally reject state’s 
forestry in the area.  
 
 
 Villagers planting trees to preserve watershed zones  
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 Stream weirs to control water flow  
 
           As they heavily rely on natural water resource, locals strive to use 
water in an economical way while still maximizing crop yield. For example, 
they cultivate some kinds of vegetable in the areas near water resource zones 
to utilize the moisture on the ground, while vegetables grown in areas located 
along the slopes of the hills receive water from the pipeline systems. A 
hydropower generator could generate enough power to light the village’s 
public places such as school, main road, community meeting venue and 
activities; the whole village benefits equally from one electricity generator. 
      The villagers are prohibited by the NPA from connecting to electricity 
cables from the national grid for fear that it may involve clearing forest trees to 
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make way for the cables and may cause forest fire in dry season. Their daily 
life is accordingly constrained relative to other tribal communities located near 
power cables and outside of protected areas. Besides the hydropower 
generator, the Lahu have a solar cell system, which provides a modest 
amount of electricity for household use in the dry season. Both are innovative 
and adaptive projects for providing power to the village while living within the 
constraints imposed by the NPA. 
   In the process of watershed management over the last 30 years, the Lahu 
have incorporated the phrase ‘tam neo phrarachadamree’ (in King’s 
philosophy) from his hydraulic development discourse 32 , referring to his 
teachings to them in a royal visit to Huaiplalod village in 1974. In the memories 
of many puchans (experts in Lahu tradition), Lahu were granted an audience 
with the King and were advised to preserve the forest, especially water 
resource. The royal visit has had important impact on the younger Lahu’s 
perception of themselves. They consider themselves ‘children of the King’ (luk 
lan khong nai luang). Even though Lahu’s practices of watershed management 
are based on Ajarn Den’s initiative and their own innovative ideas, citing 
‘King’s philosophy’ in many documents submitted to the state’s agents is a 
form of making rhetoric and a source of justification for their forestry. The Lahu 
have become more visible and their methods to reserve water resources in 
                                                      
32 The King’s ideology in watershed management has been constructed through his Royally-
Initiated Projects that aim at relieving problems of water concerning flood and drought to 
mitigate people’s sufferings. His narrative is that the standard of living of rural people would be 
enhanced with an availability of sufficient water (Department of Water Resources. 2008). From 
the 1980s onwards, the king’s concepts, advice and observations in the national water 
resources governance paradigm have been introduced to public through his up-country visits, 
speeches, exhibitions, TV broadcasts and royal publications (Handley. 2006). He has been a 
highly influential actor in “the construction of the dominant problem and solution framework 
upon which the water resource management policy narrative is based (Blake. 2012). Over 
nearly six decades, through many water-related projects, “royalists have carefully constructed 
the king as a semi-deified Father of Thai Water Management, Royal Rainmaker, wise inventor 
of hydraulic technology and planner of royal initiatives (Blake. 2015).   
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Muser hills have been more acknowledged and praised by many 
environmental groups and communities, who are participants in the growing 
yearly forum on sustainable watershed management in local communities 






 Community hydropower operation (Image courtesy of Wanlapha) 
Broken Promises  
             In 2004, in celebration of the Queen’s 72nd birthday, the Department 
of the National Park, Forest Flora and Fauna under the Ministry of Natural 
Resource and Environment launched its ‘New Model Forest Community’ 
project. Accordingly, forest communities were called to send their conservation 
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proposals to be selected for state budget support and to join state’s forest-
planting activities as part of the project. The Lahu in Huaiplalod, together with 
many other upland communities of northern Thailand, sent their proposals to 
Bangkok in hope of being considered for state support. Lahu’s openess 
towards some of state’s conservation projects demonstrates the openness of 
their own environmental agenda. If a state project incorporates royal ideology 
or is claimed to be conducted in the name of the Palace, the Lahu would put 
more trust into it.  However, at times, such cooperation spirit was turned down 
by state’s irresponsibility for what they had promised locals. That said, despite 
their readiness to cooperate, these people still keep themselves not falling 
victim to any state’s ploy by quitting the joint project in time. Eventually, the 
project marked a turning point of Lahu’s openness as since that time Lahu 
have stayed more suspicious of any suggestions or offers from the state. They 
have labelled those people of power as ‘liars’ and checked carefully any forms 
of cooperation with the government. When I asked any member of the village 
committee (khana kamakan muban) including two former and the current 
village chiefs, about the ‘New Model Forest Community (Muban pamay phen 
mai), all of them used the same phrase ‘khaw kohok’ (they lied ) to refer to the 
state people .   
                In response to the call for applicants for the ‘New Model Forest 
Community’ project, the Lahu wrote a detailed proposal, which stated clearly 
that local park residents were the driving force to sustain forest conservation 
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with their own mode of ecology. The proposal can be treated as a well-drafted 
version of their environmental discourse towards state. In their proposal, the 
Lahu reached beyond their local boundaries to situate themselves within the 
mainstream ecological agenda by emphasizing the abandonment of slash-
and-burn agriculture.  They also highlighted their intention to raise awareness 
within the community about preservation and to spread the spirit of 
preservation and cooperation to other upland communities. Their agenda 
highlighted the elimination of trespassing into protected zones and the 
preservation of forest fertility.  Beyond this, as written clearly in the proposal, 
they set cooperation with the state as a first priority in efforts to protect the 
area.   
        The Lahu called for mutual trust and expressed the hope that a shared 
and sincere wish to preserve nature could lead to joint success. In this 
document, the Lahu also relied mainly on the royal ideology of “Forest loves 
Water” communities (Pa rak Nam) 33 and “Small villages in big forests” – 
stated philosophy of the palace on forest conservation - to envision their future 
and frame their strategy for sustainable coexistence with the forest. This 
reference to and adoption of royal discourse helped strengthen and make 
more considerable local self-reliant projects and serve as a maker of being 
                                                      
33 The implementation of The Wilderness Society Organization of Thailand or The project "Pa 
Rak Nam" (Forests Love Water) was set up based on the Queen’s concern on the sustainable 
coexistence between forest and human.  She encouraged the promotion of ‘Chum chon Pa 
Rak Nam’/Forests love Water communities in the belief that forests and water cannot be 
separated; hence, the project philosophy is that "the king is water, the queen is the forests 
who always pays respect to water".  (The wilderness society organization of Thailand, < 
http://www.wilderness-thailand.com/>) 
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Thai - a strategy to elevate their proposals and stake a claim to a particular 
vision of Thai-ness. Such incorporation of the palace’s ideas of nature would 
justify their residence in the national park.   
          However, after being selected to join the ‘New Model Forest Community’ 
the Lahu began to suspect that the project was a state ploy to take advantage 
of local labor to plant trees on thin forest zones, rolled out under the auspices 
of development and royal philosophy.  In signing on to the project, the Lahu 
had placed their faith in royal ideas. Lahu perceptions towards the palace and 
their perceptions of the state government diverge sharply. The King has long 
been revered as the grandfather and father of Lahu and they’ve considered 
themselves children of the King since he visited the village in 1974. Lahu pay 
reverence to the King and had been adopting his teachings into their current 
Buddhist and traditional ecology. They joined the New Model Community 
project, in large part, because they had believed the project was ‘tam neo 
phrarajadamreee’ (based on King’s philosophy). 
           Ultimately, however, the Lahu community came to see the New Model 
Forest Community’ as merely the state’s initiative and having nothing to do 
with royal decrees. In 2004, under the Thaksin premiership, the NPA 
conducted a mass survey in the village and surrounding area and urged locals 
to join the ‘New Model Forest Community’ project which promised to bring 
more modern facilities to the village, including a health clinic. It also promised 
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to support efforts to build more watershed management facilities, and to send 
more teachers into the village to help develop education. 
         According to the state, the project’s expected outcomes would also 
include a more systemized control of the agricultural practice of communities, 
better water management for optimized capacity, better preservation of plants 
and increased income for villagers. These initial promises, however, were 
never realized. Moreover, the New Model Forest Community project extended 
the area of many forest reserves into lands used for cultivation by locals. 
Those areas left for natural recovery in the cycle of ‘Mun Wien’ farming were 
particularly impacted and, as a result, Lahu livelihood spaces were 
dramatically reduced. The Lahu sought retribution by throwing away all the 
young trees the state had planned to plant. For the Lahu, who were perhaps 
not well-informed of the project’s details, New Model Forest Community came 
to seem like a trap; they had been lured by state’s promises of future 
advancements after joining the project and their insincere appropriation of 
royal philosophy. They regarded the state’s scheme of New Model Forest 
Community as a way the state people use to expand the protected area, which 
is another form of exclusion (lay ook which means chase out Thai language as 
many Lahu told me when asked about the project).  
         Kaphol recalled the vivid memories of the early days of the project. It 
was around the time he was first selected headman of the village, a position 
attained by both state’s appointment and villager support. Three months had 
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passed since Kaphol led the village to join the project to assist RFD to plant 
trees. Project managers had promised the local who’d assisted the effort that 
they would be paid for their labor. The money, a total of 35,000 Bath, never 
arrived. Around the same time, the Ministry of Natural Resource hired 
Grammy (a mass media company based in Bangkok) to make a documentary 
about the hill.  The filming team requested 15 local persons to help depict 
Lahu identity by being filmed carrying out their typical daily life. The Lahu 
volunteers allowed crews to film them at home, on the farm or deep in the 
forest. One of the ‘performers’ recalled that they were very eager and saw the 
film as a chance to showcase the beauty of their traditions to the world.  
            However, when the documentary was eventually aired all over the 
country, it was edited to depict the village and the area in ways that shocked 
the Lahu, as well as many neighboring communities. Seen from the angles 
only cameras can capture, Huaiplalod village did not look realistic on camera. 
It appeared more beautiful than naked eyes could see, ‘suai kwa pokatit – 
more beautiful than reality’ as Chaphuu, the former village chief told me. More 
importantly, the Ministry of Natural Resource advertised the village as a 
striking example of the New Model Forest Community project and claimed the 
Lahu offered a comfortable homestay service for tourists. The film makers 
turned the village into a commercial attraction by making false claims.   
           Initially, villagers who saw the documentary were confused and 
wondered what ‘those urban people’ might be doing with the documentary. 
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Later, the Lahu came to see that a homestay as an opportunity to bring 
income and introduce their tradition to outsiders. However, when they decided 
to start a homestay project, the national park rejected them. A homestay was 
illegal in a protected area. What’s more, the failure of New Model Forest 
Community project to live up to its public presentation could not be hidden 
from those who, presumably to see the successes of the “New Model Forest 
Community,” attempted to visit Huaiplailod. Many senior villagers, for instance, 
remember that when the Australian Ambassador from Bangkok took his family 
up to the hill on a personal tour in 2006 the RFD rudely stopped him from 
filming. With this documentary, and its aftermath, the Lahu were caught in the 
complicated and contradictory attitudes of ‘people of the state.’ 
           In retrospect, many Lahu consider the New Model Forest Community 
project to have been simply an attempt by Thaksin’s government to increase 
his popularity during his campaign for a second premiership.  Kaphol, 
appointed by the state, used his personal network to make their views public 
nationwide. News reporters visited Huaiplalod for interviews. ‘Supporter’ 
newspapers printed stories about innocent highlanders being deceived by 
government’s people. For these actions, the RFD threatened to have Kaphol 
removed from his headman position. Despite their efforts to cooperate in 
forest planting and get paid for their labor, the Lahu felt ignored and 
manipulated by those in power. Those broken promises by the state have not 
put an end to Lahu openness towards cooperation with state’s projects but 
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instead reminded them to exercise more caution. In a public status update 
from Kaphol’s Facebook in early 2015, he cited Ajarn Den’s advice that hill 
people were innocent so in whatever negotiation, beware of being cheated by 
‘them’ – referring to people of power. 
 
From the hills to newspapers and TV channels  
         While through their application documents, Lahu presented their local 
environmental narrative to people of power, they also use their networks to 
promote themselves as forest guardians. Mass media, specifically the news is 
a site where Lahu have found more public sympathy and support. Kaphol, the 
headman has built up a close tie with supporters in the news industry when 
journalist went uphill to survey and write about how villagers survived in a 
protected area. Those newspapers (in forms of public news by private-owned 
news agencies and newsletters by environmental groups or organizations – 
NGOS) helped bring local voice to mainstream society. Are these national 
newspapers? Counter-discourse is therefore circulated on another level. Such 
efforts to circulate their sustainable conservation through mass media is an 
important part of Lahu’s strategy to assert themselves in the eyes of the 
mainstream society.   
              While ‘environmental politics and environmental knowledge are 
simultaneously constructed as fields of human conflict’ (Forsyth and Walker. 
2008), the Lahu rarely position their own local knowledge as an antidote or in 
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direct opposition with the state hegemonic ‘scientific knowledge.’ For Lahu, 
local knowledge is representative of forest-users’ experience of ecosystems 
and is associated with values of traditionalism, community and justice in 
access to resource. Rather, the Lahu stress their openness to all practical 
discourses for the sake of development and sustainability. In part because of 
this, the Lahu have often facilitated cooperation with state projects, (unlike 
other tribal communities in northern Thailand, for instance, who have 
experienced a more divisive contest between state’s politics and local 
knowledge).   
            Rather than simply rejecting state forestry, the Lahu were seeking a 
more complete knowledge of the local ecology through the synthesis of their 
own environmental ethics and state science. Local elders see the importance 
of improving young people’s understanding of the forest. They encourage all 
young villagers to take part in the NPA surveys and organize ‘small courses’ 
for them to systemize their environmental knowledge. Such courses are 
surveys by Lahu themselves including young villagers into forest zones on 
many occasions such as land measurement, fire prevention work and 
watershed management check-up. These young villagers learn their local 
ecology through participation, joining hands with adults in all those activities.  
What is more, youth, accompanying the NPA teams, have the chance to both 
see plants up close and teach themselves with NPA posters and documents. 
Moreover, as the Lahu have no any written language, much of their knowledge 
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of forest trees was transferred verbally generation after generation. The 
cooperation between National park expert team and locals in a survey project 
had helps transcribe this local knowledge alongside newer knowledge into 
documents. 
            Cooperative stances, such the joint surveys with NPA, contribute to 
solidifying the Lahu counter-discourse and further emphasizing their 
commitment to ecological sustainability. In speaking to me about the Lahu’s 
sustainable livelihood and forest conservation, Kaphol insisted on their 
comprehensive approach to ecology for the future generations. The Lahu see 
their school kids as upholders of their tradition, protectors of what they had 
been building and developers of all their current initiatives. Children are 
exposed to all environmental projects by their own communities. In 2005, the 
village elders suggested a locally-developed curriculum be taught or 
interwoven into school activities and sustainable ecology was selected and 
agreed upon by both school and locals. For example, a program called “Those 
who love water resources,’ is aimed at cultivating awareness of environment 
and emphasizes Lahu’s strategic vision of future community development. 
These initiatives have caught attention from many interested ethnic Thai 
lowlanders, concerned environmentalists and environment agencies. Many 
groups of visitors have gone uphill to learn about Lahu’s local forestry ask 
Kaphol about these initiatives for their further reference.   
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              Kaphol and other educated members of the community resort to all 
available resources and networks to promote the image of the Lahu as forest 
guardians in a protected area. They’ve sought out supporters, especially 
NGOs, journalists and environmental experts. On 10 August 2011, 200 
community members drove 16 pick-up vans to Bangkok to present a letter 
requesting justice regarding usage of the national park and the marketplace 
on the hill. In every interview by Bangkok-based journalists, representatives of 
the community presented systematically how they had conducted their own 
conservation in hopes of showing outsiders a clearer understanding of their 
livelihood and justifying their residence in the national park. Kaphol told me 
that he together with other senior villagers took journalists to many forest 
zones to witness their ongoing projects. In so doing, Lahu have been able to 
enlist newspaper support, a form of mobilizing their networks to counter the 
state’s discourse about them. 
               In an article, from Manager Online 26 Feb 2012, the Lahu were 
praised for having their local rules to protect the forest and watershed 
management and for their vision into future generation’s forestry. They were 
praised for switching from opium farm to vegetables crops or from opium farm 
to a marketplace and for being a dynamic, people committed to  in sustainable 
ecology, who had helped reforest a large area of hills, and were adjusting to  
new ways of life under environmental constraints. The article noted the Lahu’s 
locally-generated regulations for forest protection such as their imposing fines 
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on those who fell trees in protected zones. It noted how Lahu youth 
accompany RFD and National park experts to survey forests, adopting their 
‘expert’ knowledge about plants into their local discourse. The article depicted 
the protected area as a museum of nature and recommended that other 
communities consult the Lahu residents regarding successful conservation. In 
addition, it highlighted the local water preservation program and cast the Lahu 
as nature’s guardians.  
              An important contrast between the Lahu and other groups in northern 
Thailand, in terms of having environmental friendly cultivation and innovative 
forestry was vividly depicted in a documentary by Thai PBS TV Channel (a 
privately-owned TV channel based in Bangkok) shown in prime time at 8:00 
pm on 26 August 2015. The documentary showcased Huaiplalod village a 
successful case of sustainable ecology. The ample evidence to prove such 
success was shown through many green hills and thick forest zones as 
portrayed in the video. The film makers made a visual comparison of forest 
conditions in Muser hills and other hills in northern Thailand. Lahu was praised 
for conducting innovative watershed management and seasonal vegetable 
cultivation. 
           Featured in the video, Kaphol the village chief was explaining how 
villagers classified forest zones for practical use and conservation. He 
emphasized: “we would like to prove to the society that we are able to make it 
(meaning to conserve the nature)” – phisud hay sangkhom wa raw samat 
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tham dai in Thai language. He added that the mainstream narrative about 
them the hill people that are destroying upland forest and water resource is 
totally wrong. Such mode of forestry has been built up over thirty years and 
will have been transferred to younger generations for a long-term harmonious 
co-existence between nature and a human community. “We do not need any 
budget from the state but we would just request to live in here (the National 
Park), using the natural resources in a sustainable way”, said Kaphol.  
 
A documentary by Thai PBS on Lahu’s sustainable forestry, contrasting forest 
conditions in Muser hills to others in northern Thailand, 26 August 2015 




Green World Award  
          On 5 December 2011,  PTT34 ( a Thai state-owned SET-listed oil and 
gas company, under the Ministry of Energy and Ministry of Finance)  and HAII 
(Hydro and Agro Informatics Institute under the Ministry of Science and 
Technology) organized the twelfth annual awards for outstanding initiatives 
and projects by individuals and communities for better management of natural 
resource. The event, co-sponsored by Thai Coca-Cola, was celebrated on the 
occasion of HM the King’s 84th birthday. The Lahu made the list of six selected 
communities owing to a series of achievements and initiatives:  more than 80 
hectares of forest zone brought into full protection and revival; the successful 
switch from slash-and burn cultivation to rotational agricultures; and the 
growing of seasonal vegetable. In addition to hosting and sponsoring the 
event, HAII and Thai Coca-Cola supported locals by sending experts and 
equipment to help them use GPS technique and satellite image mapping for a 
more systematic zoning over all forest zones.  
        Following the award, a Center for Knowledge of Water Resource was set 
up in Huaiplalod village by the award organizers in order to bring locals’ 
                                                      
34 Green World Award (Rangwan luk lok si khiew) was set up in line with the ‘Grow Permanent 
Forests’ Project by PTT, starting in 1999 in celebration of the King’s 72nd  birthday. The award 
together with the project aimed at sponsoring selected communities and individuals who have 
practical initiatives and contribution to sustainable management of water and forest in different 
localities all over the country.  
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expertise in water use up to date. With the incorporation of the new GPS 
techniques, the Lahu were able to classify forest lands into protected (500 rai), 
pa chaysoi (300 rai), cultivation (892 rai), residence (70 rai), and water 
resource (6.8 rai) zones. In designing their zoning scheme, locals incorporated 
past incidents and accidents, such as a forest fire that had been triggered by 
farm fire because the forest-resistant zone had not been large enough at the 
time. Indeed, Kaphol attributed of the Lahu’s selection for the Green World 
Award to this practical and transparent approach to identifying and addressing 
their weak points.  
          Also after this award, the Lahu designated function groups to conduct 
specific tasks in their forest conservation scheme. The forest fire group 
included five members responsible for regular watch over the high-risk zones. 
In the case of a fire, they would be in charge of coordinating other villagers to 
help extinguish the fire. Afterwards, they would investigate what triggered the 
fire, and remind villagers of proper preventative measures. Another group of 
two members, was assigned to care for natural resources. Their tasks involve 
mobilizing people to join community preservation activities such as planting 
trees and watershed management. This group also set up a pioneer team of 
33 members to be the main work force for every project.  
          In their 2007 proposal to the award committee, the Lahu incorporated 
their traditional animism into their strategies for forest conservation. For the 
Lahu, forest products were embedded in local culture and represented local 
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values (Tuck-Po, Jong and Ken-ichi. 2003: 123). Alongside the forest 
preservation based on local ecology, Lahu have their own spiritual system to 
uphold the sustainability of nature. For instance, the Lahu consider the water 
resource area sacred and believe water spirits are residing within it. Any 
violation would be punished with unidentified sicknesses. Whenever any 
project or activity is conducted, a ceremony is performed to ask for water 
spirit’s consent. If they fail to do so, the headman might feel sick and villagers 
would quarrel with one other. Lahu animism also says that many tree spirits 
dwell in the forest; humans always need their consent to use the resource.  
        Following some local men into the forest one day, I witnessed Pu Chan 
Ban tai (an expert in tradition from the village’s south) conducted a ceremony 
asking for permission to cut trees to renovate the fence of their village’s 
dancing zone.  The ceremony offerings included a handful of rice, eight 
couples of candle made of real wax, bamboo sheet, and a basket made from 
leaves. The rice was placed onto the basket, and candles were burnt while the 
Pu Chans were chanting in Lahu dialect out to call for spirits. Failure to 
perform a ceremony could lead to accidents during tree cutting, mostly 
involving bleeding caused by reckless knife or ax using. In the worst case 
scenario, those involved in cutting the tree would suffer from unidentified 
illnesses back home. If punished in this way, according to the Lahu, the 
offenders could return to the site of the infraction to ask for forgiveness. Their 
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traditional faith is part of local forestry, which helps encourage self-discipline 
with its unwritten supernatural sanctions.  
        The stories of forest spirits and the respect locals had towards them were 
brought to another level when they introduced such local faiths as part of their 
forestry agenda in their proposal for the Green World award. By using relevant 
and useful social and cultural elements for resource management, Lahu have 
affirmed their historical relationship with their natural environment. Writing and 
organizing this knowledge becomes a way to claim a Lahu environmental 
ethics.  
            Lahu were confidently bragging about the practical combination of 
diverse ideologies adopted for the Green World Award project. “Raw tong 
kheng kab pamay raksa pa” (We have to compete with the RFD to preserve 
the forest), said Ja Puu, in his 40s, who has been very active in community 
activities told me.  They credited Ajarn Den, the monk, for teaching the spirit of 
loving water and raising awareness that water management was reinforced by 
the King’s philosophy. Ja Puu explained that years of efforts to justify the Lahu 
presence in the National Park, the monk’s teachings, the ability to systemize 
traditional knowledge (“phumpanya thongthing” as he termed in Thai language 
while talking to me) and the Palace’s ideologies on water and forest had been 








          One day in November 2013, I was helping Yale, a close neighbor to my 
host’s house, and other members in his family to harvest rice. Yale finished 
his secondary school in the village in 2011 and since then he had taken care 
of his family stall at the marketplace along the national route.  During our lunch 
break we sat in the shade of a banana tree. Shortly after we’d sat down two 
RFD uniformed staff members came over to us on bikes and interrupted us 
rudely: “Did you guys cause fire in this area last year?”  Yale’s family members 
shook their heads: “No. We didn't do anything.” The two men stood there, 
hands on their hips in powerful gesture, and glared. They then rode their bike 
away. As soon as they’d left, Yale’s mother added in Thai: “They came here to 
mess with us. They are troublemakers (Mun ma ha ruang). That’s their job”. 
According to her, this was typical of the Lahu’s encounters with the RFD. On 
the farm or in the forest, the RFD made it a point to display their authority.  
The Lahu considered the RFD “troublemakers” for displaying their authority 
and intervening on their daily lives.  
          Over the years, the heads of the National Park have held different views 
about treatment of the locals. Villagers, however, told me that treatment at the 
hands of the National Park Authority – NPA (thang Uthayan / the park 
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authority side) has mostly been changing forms of suppression, alternating 
between violence and more peaceful methods. The first head of the NPA, 35 
years ago, threatened monks and locals with guns and rifles. Eight years while 
they were ago, a different head was particularly harsh. He ordered his staff to 
detain people working on their farms and collecting timber for house 
construction. Despite constant harassment, the Lahu have thus far determined 
to stay in the forest.  The Lahu resisted to move because the resettlement 
area proposed by the state was a lowland area in Amphoe KlongKlang in the 
neighboring lowland province Kamphengphet. They argued that their 
traditional livelihood was inseparable from the forest. What is more, the Lahu 
did not see any alternative to their livelihood in the resettlement area.  
        The conflict between the two sides has not always been intense and 
some RDF members and officials working for state’s development projects 
have been sympathetic to the Lahu. One afternoon in May, 2014, I was writing 
my field notes at the youth camp area intended for students from Bangkok and 
other lowland provinces coming to experience highland conditions. Phi Na, a 
member of National Park’s forest surveying staff, was washing some fresh 
vegetables in the stream. I’d spoken with him a few times before, and I was 
confident enough in our rapport to ask to join his group’s survey the following 
day. He turned down my request, but indicated that it was for fear that his 
boss might know and disapprove. However, he said, he was happy to share 
his work e
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encounters he had during his job on the hill. As we talked, he told me that the 
lettuce he was washing looked so fresh because a villager had taken it from 
his farm and offered it to him just hours ago. Phi Na extolled the cleanliness of 
the organic greens compared to those sold at the marketplace. He clearly 
understood the lettuce as a token of local cordiality towards him. Gift-giving is 
therefore a tactic that the Lahu are practicing to make compromise with the 
state’s forest patrollers on a daily basis.  
         Phi Na viewed the Lahu as friends and as people who needed to be 
understood as forest people.  He used the same words the monks used for 
their ecological philosophy: “khon pa tong yu nai pa,” “forest people must stay 
in forests”. His own views on human coexistence with nature inclined him to 
treat the Lahu he caught violating NPA protected zones with sympathy. By 
turning a blind eye to what he witnessed, Phi Na made de facto contract with 
the Lahu, who treated him to organic vegetables and sometimes wild-picked 
forest products in exchange for this leniency. Vegetables for sale at the 
marketplace were all grown with chemicals; so the organic ones were 
preferable by RFD staff members. The Lahu sometimes allowed Phi Na to 
pick cucumber and tomato on their organic farms, small enough for family use 
during their seasons while the rest of farm surface was dedicated to ‘non-
organic’ marketplace crops. Such small exchange, a low level form of bribery, 
was unlikely to get Phi Na and other RFD supporters into trouble, as both 
sides kept silent. 
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            Another day, Phi Tae, the official who took care of the youth camp, 
came to check the condition of camp grounds. I was reading some the local 
archives and struck up a conversation with him. He expressed similar 
sentiments as Phi Na. He said: ‘everybody has their own business and needs 
to earn a living. Why should we mess too much with each other? If it is not 
very necessary, so take it easy on things.’ In other words, as long as the staff 
members were not being ordered to suppress too much, they could ease 
somewhat on their duties in the park. To this point, Wanlapha’s father once 
told me that villagers have been sometimes caught gathering forest produce in 
the protected zones. For most encounters, RFD let them go after reminding 
them that habitual poaching was not allowed in the conservation area. There 
is no serious poaching in the forest but collecting wild produce such as honey, 
orchids, bamboo shoots and firewood. The worst case violation was a group 
including Wanlapha’s father caught cutting down many trees for two houses in 
a protected zone near the village. The RFD reported such cases to the 
headman of the village, who then convened a community meeting to remind 
villagers of the demarcated zones for cutting trees. In the impression of locals 
about RDF’s response to people caught red-handed cutting tree for house 
construction was that RFD mostly let go if they were not cutting too many 
trees. The supply of construction material was insufficient within allocated 
zones and the Lahu still snuck into other zones. Villagers would most often 
keep silent. The compromised silence among villagers and sometimes 
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between them and RFD became an unwritten rule.  
               Phi Tae, who had been on duty under two different heads of the 
National Park confided in me that he personally did not want to trouble the 
locals; it was the heads who ordered him to act violently or peacefully. 
However, even then, he chose not to use weapons but only warnings when he 
encountered locals violating protected forests.  Like Phi Na, he said that he 
tried to act amiably towards the Lahu in most encounters. If he caught them 
cutting timber for house construction in ‘pa chai soi’ / forest for construction 
materials and firewood, he would often ignore it or let it go with a mild warning. 
The conflicting classifications of ‘pa chai soi’ by the state and the community.   
In local classification system, the forest is meant for house building while in 
the national park’s map it is in the zone of protected forest.  He explained that 
the low salaries and general sympathy towards the locals make some RFD 
members (all of them are Thai from lowland areas) go easy on locals’ violation 
into human-free forest zones and added that if he or other RFD personnel 
injuries happened in the line of duty, they would not only suffer, but there 
would be no assurance that they could be compensated for such sacrifice. He 
did concede, however, that if his boss (members of national park management 
board) were with him, however, he said he would act more aggressively to 
catch them out for penalty. In the same conversation, he criticized the Lahu 
and other hill tribes for using chemical on crops but also expressed 
understanding that they had to earn a living with a new cultivation mode that 
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was highly dependent on vegetable produce. Without chemicals such as 
fertilizer and insecticide, vegetables could not grow beautiful enough to be 
sold at the marketplace. 
            On a sloppy and rough road to a farm approximately 4 kilometers from 
the village, I passed a humble shelter made of leaves and thin wood.  I was 
assisting Koma (another neighbor of my host) and her family to disseminate 
rice seed onto farmland. The shelter was just a few steps from Koma’s farm 
along the edge between a forest zone and the farming hills. A man walked out 
clumsily to greet us and asked for some fresh water. Koma told me that he 
was the most professional carpenter on the hill and he stayed here year round 
to work on the timber that he acquired by sneaking into protected forests at 
nighttime. Night is more favorable for villagers to cut trees as RFD are not 
experienced to venture too deeply into dark forests. I asked why locals still cut 
timber in protected forests. Koma told us that while villagers certainly care 
about forests, in some zones they still need more material for housing 
elements. She added that RFD was just too strict on them; they kept patrolling 
to make sure that locals got nothing from the forest, especially timber.  
              Later that evening, I was having dinner with Somruudee, and her 
family. Somruudee was enrolled in a nursing course in Kamphangpet 
province. I helped her father make fire to fry eggs and boil water. An old man 
in his 60s, he held up a log and bragged that it was a particularly good wood 
for making fires. This kind of wood was second to none in the forest, he said. 
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Lahu have used it since their early days they set foot on the hill. Looking at the 
log in her father hands, Somruudee sighed out loud: “Herrrr, even picking this 
wood is subject to interrogation by RFD. It is not of great economic value but it 
is something our tradition and convenience for our kitchens. I was stopped 
many times while picking the wood. Once they knew that this tree is not in 
their list of endangered species, they set me free.”  
          Somruddee’s cousin Phi Cai came in from next door to bring me some 
forest honey he’d collected that afternoon. He joined us for the rest of the 
dinner. Adding to our stories, he recalled his encounters with RFDs in the 
deep forest while seeking orchids and honey to sell at the marketplace. If 
questioned by RFD, Phi Cai would answer that he was looking for his lost 
cattle. The Lahu know that some RFDs want to avoid confrontation with locals 
as injuries may occur if they use hunting weapons – homemade or bought 
from the nearest town. Phi Cai, like many Lahu men, owned a rifle and said he 
felt secure facing the RFD. Speaking with some rice in his mouth, hands 
picking fried fermented pork from the plate, he explained: “Khaw mee puun 
mee awut, raw ko mee. Yangay ko krengcai kun,” (They have guns 
(weapons), we also do. For whatever conflict, we are still afraid of each other 
for fear of unexpected injuries”). During my fieldworks, stories such as these, 
told by a flickering fire or on afternoon walks, revealed layer upon layer of 
tactics these villagers use to deal with forest patrollers, which urged me to 






             Throughout this chapter, I’ve shown how the Lahu navigate power 
relations involving control over access to natural resources. Daily power 
relations in the forest draw blurred lines of protected zones where the Lahu 
practiced conformity and non-conformity towards state’s regulations. The way 
Lahu handle their encounters with forest patrollers in the forest, and their 
cooperation and negotiation with the National Park Authority in some state’s 
conservation projects can be best understood as ‘calculated conformity and 
cautious resistance’ (James Scott. 1985) to everyday forms of resistance is 
therefore intended to ‘mitigate and deny claims made by superordinate 
classes or to advance claims vis-à-vis thpse superordinate classes’ (ibid: 32).   
           This chapter has demonstrated that the challenge of upland resource 
management lies in the state’s disregard of local knowledge and state 
persistent narrative about ‘human-free’ natural conservation. Given the 
asymmetrical power relations over resource management, local people have 
resorted to diverse forms of knowledge, among which traditional wisdom and 
Buddhist ecology are fundamental, to both adapt to and compromise with 
state control. In crafting a new identity as ‘forest guardians,’ the Lahu turned 
the national park into a key site of environmental sustainability – an effort that 
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has been acknowledged by the mainstream media, through the awards they 
received, and through the alliances and sympathy their counter-narrative have 
propelled.  
         This chapter has further shed light on how the Lahu adapt their ways of 
life to prevailing environmental constraints and conflicting ecologies. As 
they’ve worked to counter state projects over the years, the Lahu have drawn 
from all available knowledge to generate new forms of dynamic, ‘local’ 
knowledge, developing innovative techniques for combining preservation 
efforts with increased cultivation. For over years, the Lahu have drawn on 
various ideas of natural conservation, cultivated and mobilized social, 
economic and political networks on and off the hill, and adroitly navigated the 
pragmatics of daily interaction with state agents and Thai actors, to assert 
themselves as forest guardians.  
Many other upland communities have been recognized as conducting 
environmentally responsible livelihood  (as studied by Luangaramsi.1996 and 
Delang and Wong. 2007). Some Karen groups in other northern provinces of 
Thailand are considered by  scholars and environmentalists as 
conservationists. They assert their local ecological wisdom in the face of 
hegemonic conservation ideas. The Karen in Thung Yai Naresaun, for 
example, maintain a local livelihood system that preserves and enhances 
biodiversity. They clear just bamboo forest while preserving primary forest 
zones and a complex  method of  forest classification ensuring a sustainable 
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rotational cultivation and multiple cropping system. In addition, they pay great 
attention to wildlife protection. In harmony with their farming activities, they 
ensure that no animal is harmed in the burning fields.  Like the Lahu, some 
Karen communities seek to defend their rights to natural resources in the face 
of the state’s repression in the name of conservation. Their livelihood has been 
considered by environmentalists and researchers as an ‘environmentally 
friendly alternative to commercialized agriculture’ for their ‘careful site 
selection, short cultivation periods combined with long fallow periods, 
painstaking management and control of burning, minimal soil disturbance,….. 
and preservation of … watershed cover” (Forsyth and Walker. 2008: 70-72).  
However, the case of the Lahu in Tak province represents a successful 
combination of local wisdom and elements of other external environmental 
discourses. The Lahu, after abandoning slash-and-burn practice, converted 
their livelihood to sustainable rotational cultivation together with seasonal 
vegetation and have been conducting innovative watershed management. 
Other upland groups in northern Thailand are also addressed as 
conservationists but the Lahu has a more successful representation for 
themselves as forest guardians thanks to their effective circulation and their 
adaptive environmental discourse. What makes the Lahu stand out from other  
conservationist upland groups is the ability to generate and circulate their new 
environmental discourse. The ability to systematically transcribe their 
innovative and adaptive local ecology into documents. The successful 
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presentation of such ecology  has contributed to justifying their harmonious 
coexistence with nature. They have been adding more green colors to  large 
areas of hills and forests, which is fully acknowledged by environmentalists 
from NGOs and state agencies, through mass media coverage and being 
honored with many awards. They have galvanized their knowledge as 
representative of tradition, adaptation and community. Local knowledge of the 
Lahu is not a simple antidote to scientific knowledge but an interactive and 
open environmental narrative that reflects people’s understandings of local 
ecosystem. It is an ongoing process of knowledge production, which 
showcases local abilities to fit in with changing social and political context of 
conservation.   
             Knowledge production on Muser hill is embedded in social and 
cultural processes and infused with aspects of power, authority, and 
legitimation. Local knowledge is not bounded; it is continuously reconstructed 
though the adoption and integration of new discourses and in immediate 
responses to state power. The production of knowledge is ‘acutely political; 
what is excluded and who is qualified to know always involves acts of power’ 
(Hobart. 1993). For instance, the Lahu chose to join a state’s project promoted 
as being ‘under King’s ideology’ but later decided to quit after they found out it 








Chapter 4  
Hill markets  
 
            To maintain a sustainable forestry, especially with seasonal vegetable 
farming, the Lahu depend solely on their marketplace along the national route 
to sell their agricultural products. Seasonal commercial crops would not be 
sustained if not correlated with a constitutive involvement in the market. In 
addition to environmental constraints that leave the Lahu feeling encroached 
upon, they experience frustration over the state doing nothing to support their 
market activities. Like other Southeast Asian upland communities that try to 
engage with market forces, the Lahu find themselves ‘reassigned to a 
marginal economic niche that corresponds poorly to the futures they imagine 
for themselves’ (Li. 2002: 266). 
 Like the forest, the marketplace is also a site of contestation, complex 
social interaction and power relations regarding access to space and place. 
Ongoing conflicts have been tense between Thai competitors and the Lahu 
and at times even among Lahu themselves. Amidst such tension, the Lahu 
seek to assert themselves against all social intrusion and exclusion through 
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many dynamic forms of daily resistance. That said, these ‘forest guardians’ 
are seeking control of the hill marketplace and negotiate further economic 
opportunities to enable them to secure a progressive and sustainable 
livelihood as forged in the adaptive ecology of the forest. Regarding the 
relation between market and conservation, Li (2001:175) has argued that 
“conservation efforts that are consistent with market-related strategies of 
resources users are more likely to be effective than those that overlook them”. 
According to her, study of people’s engagement with the market will shed light 
on important implications for practical agendas concerned with conservation 
because local livelihood is not constituted in isolation from market processes. 
Based on such approach, this chapter explores the dynamics of people’s 
adaptability at the contested marketplace and their engagement in a larger 
economic landscape as a further step to secure their new livelihood and their 
forest conservation.  
            The Musser hill marketplace spans an area of 1000 meters on the 
edge of the national park and is located along the national route running from 
downtown Tak to Maesot. The Lahu began trading informally at this site as a 
more or less spontaneous response to the arrival of Thai lowlander road 
constructors and the new opportunities for trade they represented. Moreover, 
this cross-ethnic interaction between the Lahu and lowland Thai workers 
encouraged and galvanized the development of more systematic economic 
orientation towards trade among the Lahu villagers, and ultimately the 
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organization of the permanent marketplace. Environmental constraints and the 
transition from traditional forestry to permanent seasonal vegetation 
production meant that this marketplace has now become a decisive and 
orienting agent for all farming activities among the Lahu. 
  Furthermore, as part of the Lahu’s ongoing efforts to practice adaptive 
forestry in the national park, they further rely on trading – and its real 
economic gains – in order to maintain their sustainable forestry. As in the 
forest, the marketplace is another contested field of power whose meanings 
and relation to conservation agenda are being negotiated among all those 
involved. The Lahu see trading as a further step to secure their new livelihood; 
they seek to sustain their marketplace as it has become sole outlet for their 
agricultural produce. Thus, despite the fact that the marketplace has been 
associated with their ethnic identity and anchored by the exchange of 
ethnically-marked goods, forms of social interaction and, ultimately, the 
commodification or cultural trait and local identity, their access to trading 
space is often contested or challenged.  
 As was shown in the previous chapters, local Lahu initiatives work to pre-
empt state intervention in local livelihoods. While in the forest, the Lahu resort 
to their traditional understandings of nature and all other available forms of 
ecological discourses to defend their rightful residence, at the marketplace, 
they have capitalized on their history of trading, their culture and their social 
networks to fight off economic competition and claim market resources. In 
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addition, routine subversion by many local individuals constitutes a form of 
protest against the asymmetrical ethnic power relationships and perceived 
injustices created by uneven access to trading space. The market thus 
becomes a multi-layered site of contestation, where the Lahu mobilize a 
number of distinct narratives about identity, culture, heritage and conservation 
to claim access to trading space and preserve the economic links between 
their production of agriculture for trade and their practice of an adaptive 
forestry. 
 The marketplace was initially a modest and spontaneous trading space.  It 
emerged from 1976 to 1983 as construction began on the road from 
downtown Tak province to Thailand-Burma border (Lunithranon. 2010) and 
the Lahu brought forest products out to sell to lowland construction workers. 
During this period, the Lahu sat along the unfinished road to sell bananas, 
various vegetables, bamboo shoots and forest pork. Later, when the road 
construction was completed, a more permanent marketplace, eventually 
spanning about 1000 meters along the edge of the national park, saw an 
increasing flow of customers, mostly passengers and tourists from Bangkok to 
Maesot.  For a time, the market and the Lahu flourished together. The 
market’s popularity and strategic location quickly attracted entrepreneurs from 
the Thai lowland. At first, they set up cement stalls selling drinks, snacks and 
food. However, within a few years, the lowlanders began expanding their 
commodity range to include fresh vegetables and other ‘traditional’ dry good, 
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purchased in bulk from the Lahu and Hmong in the hill and imported from hill 
communities in Maeasod or Chiangmai. 
 Initially, Lahu were unconcerned with the presence of Thai traders until 
limited and contested access to market obviously had negative impact on their 
daily trading. The competition – not only for space but for their own goods - 
spurred resentment among local Lahu. Furthermore, as years passed, more 
and more local hill groups arrived to sell their products and tensions rose as 
access to marketplace became even more scarce. Intense interaction 
between locals and Thai stall holders influenced the process of social 
differentiation. In this context, the Lahu began to strategically resituate their 
relationships with the lowlanders, cultivating alliances, links of sympathy and 
competition to preserve market access and promote their vision of the Lahu. 
 Despite competition, the Lahu make up 70 percent of vendors at the 
market and provincial tourism agents promote it as Muser hill, or Doi Muser 
market (talad chaw khaw Muser, Muser aka Lahu), which emphasizes the 
ethnic aspect of the markt.  Indeed, for the last 20 years, the marketplace itself 
has been celebrated as a tourist attraction of Tak province. Passengers on 
buses or in cars passing downtown Tak province on their way to Maesod 
borderland see large, colorful posters and billboards advertising Doi Muser 
market. As part of this touristic agenda, driven by regional and state actors, 
the marketplace has come to be promoted as a symbolic anchor of Lahu 
community – a touristic vision that both reflects and supports the Lahu’s own 
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claims to the market, while furthering ethnic awareness among locals during 
times of heightened inter-ethnic interaction and contestation. 
 An ethnographic analysis of spatial contestation at the market reveals the 
complex dynamics of Lahu relationships, both within the Lahu community, with 
other communities and in a wider social and cultural context that includes 
state interventions, tourism, and national and international conservation 
efforts. As this chapter will show, the market has been a site where Lahu 
community members have accumulated the ‘experience of located-ness’– of 
being there – which is ‘iteratively created and recreated through social and 
political processes (Martin. 2003 and Merrifield.1993). Moreover, as a site of 
intense inter-ethnic contestation and competition, as well as state intervention, 
the marketplace has contributed to producing social inequality in the hill. The 
market has become a node of complex social processes in which the Lahu, as 
social actors, navigate market forces, administrative problems and questions 
of identity.  This chapter builds on previous ones to show that the degree to 
which the Lahu can sustain their livelihoods as forest dwellers depends not 
only on their adaptive capability towards state’s environmental politics, but 
also on their access to trading space at their marketplace.  By examining daily 
trading activities, this chapter will demonstrate the Lahu’s collective and 
concerted actions on the one hand, but also the diverse and contradicting 
tactics that individuals develop in response to social and economic 
contestation in the marketplace. Specifically, I look at the complex, lived 
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dynamics of the Lahu traders as they actively negotiate their ethnic identities 
through a complex of social interactions and contests in the market.  
 
Lay banana leaves, build a hill market  
 During my fieldwork, senior villagers could still recall the scene of lowland 
workers pouring and pressing asphalt to build a new road from downtown Tak 
Province to the Burmese border. In these early days the marketplace was just 
a small patch of land along the roadside where Lahu, mostly women, were 
sitting and waiting to sell forest products collected by their husbands. Goods 
were placed on green banana leaves on the ground.  As the road was 
completed and traffic grew, the Lahu capitalized on their location – just under 
an hour from downtown Tak as a good ‘stopping’ point for tourists and 
travelers - and rearranged their market to give space to vans and cars. To 
meet this new demand, they gathered more and varied kinds of forest 
products for their lowland customers.  Forest products that had been 
traditionally collected just for household use, or even ignored, became 
valuable commodities and the targets of their daily foraging. In vivid memory 
of the wife of Puchan Ban tay (expert in tradition, in the southern village), the 
Thai lowlanders now coming to the region were avid consumers of all forest 
products, even placing orders for additional items such as orchid, forest 
chicken, and rare trees valued for interior decoration. Phi Khobe, who hosted 
me during most of my field work, once pointed at a bunch of yellow orchid in 
full blossom, saying that in those early days a single bunch of forest orchids 
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could earn him  ฿ 50 (around US $1.5) while nowadays  ฿ 300 (around US $ 
10). He added that before Lahu could trade in an organized manner (‘yang 
pen rup pen tham’) at the marketplace, orchids were abandoned in their 
natural habitat or, at most, might be brought home for decoration.   
 In other words, the economic opportunities and demand of the new market 
helped create a culture of trading among these ‘forest guardians.’ The visible 
cultural traits such as traditional costume – the Lahu vendors in the market 
would normally wear ethnic dress as it is supposed to be a specifically “Lahu” 
and locally-produced products made the marketplace something of a socio-
economic and cultural theater, sedimenting the image of a forest guardian 
community in the eyes of tourists and passengers. For the Lahu, the advent 
and growth of the market meant that social interactions between locals and 
lowlanders became a part of daily life.  Indeed, it became common to refer to 
the market as Tlad Doi Muser (The market in Muser/Lahu hills) - a landmark of 
cultural exchange between hill people and Thai passengers. 
 Yet even as Tlad Doi Muser has been associated with ethnic 
representation and forest product trading, (and an ideal coffee break point) it 
also became a site and the setting for contestation over another kind of 
resource - access to trading space. As the flow of passengers between the 
borderland and Tak downtown increased, as well as those commuting from 
Bangkok to Measod, the marketplace became more lucrative. Other tribes 
(Hmong, Lisu and Karen) from the same hill also joined Lahu to sell their own 
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products. The popularity of the marketplace had tempted some Thai 
lowlanders from Tak province to go uphill and set up their own businesses. 
These included restaurants, convenient stores, and even stalls for selling local 
hill products.   
According to Kaphol, the year 1993 marked the presence of Thai traders 
on the hill. It was a slow encroachment, he said, but by the end of the year, six 
Thai stalls had been set up. Having more money to invest, the Thai traders 
built permanent cement facilities, where they both lived and did business. 
What’s more, the commodity range they offered duplicated those of the Lahu, 
mostly dry products such as spice, herbs, seed, rice honey, and kinds of 
special wood for interior decoration that the traders were able to buy in bulk 
from Maesot border market. Sometimes the lowland traders bought fresh 
vegetables directly from the farms of Lahu, Lisoo and Hmong farmers, which 
they then resold at the market at a higher price. According to my informants, 
the quality of commodities sold by the Lahu and the lowlanders were similar, 
so the Lahu’s local advantage only applied to home-made products like ‘pig 
skin’ crackers and chili paste. To compete, the Lahu incorporated seeds 
(pistachios, sunflower, cashews and nuts) bought from Measod alongside their 
own products. They also bought fruits, such as melon, lychee, and avocado, in 
bulk from Measod or Chiangmai. In short, to compete in the market where 
their own goods were being sold by Thai lowlanders, the Lahu had to diversify 
and incorporate products from elsewhere.  
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 Tensions quickly arose. Within a few months of the lowlanders’ arrival, the 
Lahu saw their business level off and even decline. Given that all of the 
vendors sold similar products, visitors – tourists and passengers – could not 
distinguish between Thai stalls and those of the local hill people. The Lahu 
began attempting to block visitors’ way into Thai traders’ stalls setting up their 
own temporary stalls in front of them or around the main entry routes. Among 
the Lahu themselves, problems arose between those still using temporary 
stalls –banana leaves on the ground – and those who had the more desirable 
bamboo tables set up near the visitor walkway. However, even as they 
competed amongst themselves, the Lahu generally saw the main problem as 
Thai traders occupying too much space with their permanently built facilities.  
The marketplace turned chaotic.  
            As vendors jockeyed for space or attempted to block their rivals, any 
semblance of order was lost. Thai traders, angry at the Lahu for trespassing 
the common zone and obstructing customers from visiting their stores, 
scolded them verbally. When verbal arguments led nowhere, the Thai traders 
sued Lahu for harming their business. In response, the Lahu claimed that the 
marketplace was theirs by right. Both parties continuously filed their 
complaints to the Center for Hill Tribe Development and Provincial Authority, 
seeking a third party to mediate and assist them to resume order at the 
marketplace. Initially, these offices took no action due to the ambiguity of 
space’s demarcation and uncertainties over whether it belonged to the 
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National Park Zone or was part of the national route from Tak to Maesot. By 
end of 1993, however, the Provincial Authority had formally demarcated an 
area from the 29th to 30th kilometer markers, declared it the ‘market of hill 
Thai people on Muser hill’, road and incorporated the market – with its ethnic 
identity –  into the province’s list of tourist attractions. Despite the Provincial 
Authority’s formal emphasis on social inclusion and its stated goal of 
incorporating local markets into their tourism scheme, they did little to ease the 
tensions between social ethnic groups on the ground. Indeed, even as the 
Provincial Authority promoted the market as a destination to explore tribal 
culture, and promoted the Lahu tribe as ‘chao Thai phu khaw’ (hill Thai 
citizen), the Lahu found themselves more excluded and disempowered over 
access to their traditional habitat - the marketplace.   
 In downtown Tak, at the junction of three main routes between Kampheng 
Phet province, Maesod, and Bangkok a large, colorful billboard advertises the 
main attractions of Tak province: The Thee Lo Suu waterfall, the Buhmiphol 
Dam and the Muser hill markets. The background of the billboard, beside the 
waterfall and the dam, features a group of hill people - mostly Lahu with a few 
Karen, Lisoo and Hmong - wearing traditional costumes and welcoming 
smiles. One day in 2013, Phi Golf, a cousin of Wanlapha, drove Wanphala 
and me downtown to buy some necessities from the Big C supermarket. 
Passing the billboard, I noted aloud that such promotion by the Provincial 
Authority surely must have benefitted the locals by attracting so many tourists 
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to the hill. In a very quick response, Phi Golf began to criticize the “two faces” 
of the state agents, who, he claimed, promoting the markets as “tribal” while 
showing no care for the actual conflicts taking place there.  Indeed, frustration 
was the main feeling of every local I asked about provincial authority’s stance 
on the marketplace issue.  
 In part, perhaps, according to the state’s failure to act, and in part because 
of the market’s increasing reputation for desirable hill products the conflict 
over space in Muser Hill market only became more heated after 1993. Another 
equally important factor however was the way that the market conflicts brought 
in questions about overlapping and unclear state jurisdictions. While most of 
the interior space of the market belonged to the National Park Authority, all the 
area within 30 meters from national road officially fell under the responsibility 
of Department of Highways (Krom Thang Luang). I turn to these issues in the 
next section.   
 
Census and control: ‘When would they stop squeezing us?’ 
In 1995, a marketplace committee, comprised representatives from the 
National Park Authority, the Center for Hill Tribe development and the Lahu 
village, was set up to resolve the marketplace conflicts. At the end of 1996, the 
committee called for stall registration at the marketplace, a move they believed 
would help ease tensions. They further launched a ‘census project’ to clearly 
redraw the market zone and allocate fixed stall spaces. According to 
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Lunithranon (2010), in 1996 there were 22 permanent stalls of which, 16 
belonged to Thai traders. In addition, there were 264 temporary stalls which 
could be redistributed. At the time, the Provincial Authority encouraged market 
users to asphalt the market area and to more demarcate zones to be used for 
specific purposes, such as parking lot, restaurants, and stalls. 
           Between the year of 1997 and 1998, the number of registrants (mostly 
Lahu) for marketplace rose close to 400. With the registration, traders of both 
sides – lowlanders and villagers – erected their own stalls in a more orderly 
and permanent manner. However, as neither the Provincial Authority nor the 
National Park Authority included the market zone into the protected areas, 
registered households/individuals could not guarantee – with legal documents 
- legitimate tenure in their allocated space.  Moreover, as there was 
insufficient space to meet vendor demand, an increasing number of local 
registrants intensified the conflict and rivalry towards Thai traders, and locals 
continued to block access to Thai stalls and set up for trade in unallocated 
spaces. To maintain order, Provincial police confiscated the goods of those 
occupying the front and walkway spaces. However, the Lahu, seeing it as a 
way to make a better living, continued their trespassing. 
           As discussed in chapter 3, different heads of the National Park 
Authority took different approaches to the management of the Lahu.  As far as 
marketplace issues were concerned, 1998 was the most-hardline year. Locals’ 
plans to extend the old market facilities were denied, for fear that the 
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extension would encroach on the national park protected zone. Kaphol led the 
village to defend what they considered their rightful use of the marketplace. 
Under his lead, the Lahu argued that the trading area had been established 
before the National Park Gazette, and that, moreover, trading activities taking 
place on the periphery of the park would by no means harm the surrounding 
ecosystem.  
According to the Lahu, the National Park Authority was supposed to be 
responsible for providing the Lahu with an outlet for their agricultural products, 
as the Lahu had switched to seasonable vegetable cultivation for the sake of 
forest conservation. During a talk with me in an afternoon in 2013, a Puchan in 
the southern village still felt angry recalling the difficult confrontation with the 
National Park Authority (NPA) over the old marketplace extension. The 
Puchan was among many other senior villagers who met with the head of NPA 
to argue for their market extension project. In his view, any effort by villagers 
to set up more new facilities, such as vending booths, toilets, and parking lots 
was hindered by armed national park officials and their threats. “We changed 
our livelihood to stay in line with their conservation policy but they abandoned 
us, even a market to earn a living turned to be a big problem. Did they want to 
squeeze us till deadlock? (ja beeb thung nay? Chon yu mai dai lor)  
            In 2009, amid tensions over access to marketplace, the Lahu built an 
office for a school cooperative (sahakon rongrien) in the far left corner of the 
market. The school cooperative, as a marker of the Lahu in a contested 
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space, was constructed intentionally to navigate the territorialisation of the 
state and to ‘impose a representation’ of the Lahu – and their vision of the 
market – on the other social groups involved in the same social situation. The 
idea of school cooperative was adopted by Kaphol after his one-month training 
course in Japan in October 2008, sponsored by JICA (Japan International 
Cooperation Agency). Through the recommendation of Japan’s Embassy in 
Bangkok, Kaphol was selected to participate in the Country Focused Training 
Course on Community Leader Development at the ‘Institute for the 
Development of Agricultural Cooperation in Asia’. One month stay in Japan 
involved observing and learning the model of agricultural cooperatives from 
this country’s farming communities. Back in the hill, after a serious talk 
between Ajarn Den (the monk) and Kaphol about the marketplace problem, 
and based on Kaphol’s report on his training in Japan, Den suggested that the 
Lahu build a school cooperative to sell local products and traditional 
handicrafts there. The profit would go to the school’s public benefits. In 
addition to that, Ajarn Den intended the cooperative to mark local 
establishment within the space; the cooperative was, for them, a way of 
imposing themselves on the space – of making it more visibly and practically 
representative of the Lahu. A budget of ฿1000000 (around $ US 3000) 
donated from Den’s lay students was used to build a cooperative office at the 
marketplace. In response to the construction of the cooperative, the NPA and 
Center for hill tribe development criticized Ajarn Den for taking advantage of 
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local’s plight for his own benefits. Villagers, by contrast, applauded his 
initiative. It was staffed by villagers, young high-school educated ones who 
were also busy with their own businesses. It was not well maintained.  
Ultimately, the school the cooperative project failed. It lasted just 2 years. 
  However, the concrete facility that served as a cooperative still stands as 
the local anchor in the marketplace. In this, it was more successful. Kaphol 
told me that Den advised them to build something permanent so that it would 
be difficult for the state’s agents to remove. Though unused, the cooperative 
facility stands as a landmark of Lahu’s presence within the marketplace. 
Kaphol mobilized capital to build a complex of toilets annexed to the 
cooperative, in part for economic purpose and in part to expand the 
permanent Lahu footprint. However, both the Provincial Authority and NPA 
intervened.  They allowed only 2 toilets, 2 restaurants, a few more registered 
souvenir and forest product booths. They gave no allowance for extension of 
vegetable booths.  
In late 2011, and in response to ongoing tension and overlapping claims of 
access from both the Lahu and lowland Thai traders, the county and provincial 
authorities launched a stricter reordering project. One morning in December 
2011, up to thirty uniformed officials came to remove all locals’ stalls from the 
unauthorized front zone of the market. In response, the Lahu formed a big 
group and used megaphones to protest. Journalists were also there to report 
the market ‘incident.’ Indeed, as part of the local agenda to assert Lahu rights 
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to the marketplace, Kaphol had long sought to raise sympathy through media 
channels, mobilizing journalists in his social network to expose the issue to a 
larger public.  In the weeks following the incident, Kaphol was being regularly 
interviewed as a key figure in local protest against state policies. As a result, in 
early 2012, the National Park Authority’s leader along with another eight staff 
members, met with Kaphol and threatened to remove him from his headman 
position on the ground that he was subversive in his answers to journalists 
and that he could tarnish the NPA’s reputation and authority. The deputy 
governor of Tak province also summoned Kaphol in order to investigate into 
what the Lahu had revealed to journalists. He advised Kaphol not to 
‘exaggerate’ the conflict as, once again, it would tarnish the image of 
provincial authority and the NPA.  
 
A protest in front of Tak’s Provincial Municipality over marketplace issue in 




RFD staff removing locals’ stalls at Muser Hill marketplace in December 2011 
(Image courtesy of Wanlapha, a Lahu schoolteacher) 
 
To journalists and other supporters, the Lahu commented on the 
intervention of state’s agencies in the market conflict as another form of 
eviction: “Nay pa khaw ko bib, thee talad khaw ko bib” – They squeezed us in 
both the forest and at the marketplace. They candidly expressed their adverse 
attitude towards state foresters and, more generally about the Provincial 
Authority’s inability to resolve the conflict. Further, they saw the Provincial 
Authority and other state’s representative offices as promoting unjust and 
exclusive policies. They disagreed with the space reordering policy that, they 
claimed, acknowledged and solidified the presence of Thai traders at the 
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market. For them, the spatial arrangements by state power at the marketplace 
was a form of power imposition and control, all in the name of granting 
legitimacy through stall registration and regulations.  However, locals are not 
seeking legitimacy for their marketplace alone, but rather a full recognition of 
the marketplace as part of their socially and culturally-embedded way of life– 
on which they see as inseparably linking their new mode of agriculture and 
trading activities at the market. 
   I would argue, then, that the conflicts between the hill people and Thai 
lowlanders, as well as the competition among hill people themselves, reflect a 
change in the local view of their surrounding landscape.  For the Lahu, the 
intervention of governmental authorities and development agencies have 
turned a hill marketplace from a free space and place to conduct trade to a 
place that requires rights and entitlements to access. Together with the drive 
to find an alternative to the constraints of living within the National Park, the 
conflicts over the marketplace have created a new perception of space, where   
practices of obeying – or navigating -  rules over space allocation meet a 
broader, daily awareness of how encounters with power shape their way of 
life.  Harvey (1990:419), writing on the symbolic ordering of space, has argued 
that “spatial units as administrative, legal or accounting entities defines fields 
of social action which have wide-ranging impacts on the organization of social 
life.” Before the marketplace competition the Lahu had no fixed kiosks or stalls 
and traded on spontaneous spots as they chose. Stall registration prompted 
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locals to adapt their trading behaviors to fit into a more competitive and 
permanent space. Though, every registered household was granted the right 
to access to the market, the locations of their stalls impacted their intertribal 
relationship as trading opportunities were less for stalls deep inside the market 
complex. In other words, the allocation process turned their stalls into 
administrative spatial units in Harvey’s sense. 
 Competition also led to an everyday insecurity for locals. Phi Nake, my 
host and Yale, a close neighbor friend, both told me that every morning they 
went to the market wondering whether other market vendors moved their stalls 
outwards and obstruct the way into the market or not. The marketplace 
conflict, in other words, added another layer of pressure and insecurity to the 
Lahu survival strategy, prompting locals to adapt themselves to fit in new 
economic setting and market forces.  Such adaptation manifests in part 
through changes in household and daily working routine. One morning around 
5 am, the sound of a female crying woke me up from a very deep sleep. It was 
10º C degrees outside. Nake was crying with anger as her husband phi Khobe 
was lingering in bed and refusing to take her to the farm to collect bitter melon 
leaves for sale at morning market. Living in same house, I could hear all her 
criticism towards her husband for his laziness and ignorance about their 
household economy. “Other women have their husbands share labor while 




 In previous generations, before the Lahu became accustomed to trading, 
there was no need to wake up early to collect their farming product. Men and 
women went to the farm together to cultivate corn, rice and opium.  Collecting 
wild honey, hunting, cutting trees and conducting animistic ceremonies were 
all traditionally male duties. However, since the marketplace took shape in the 
hill, the need to earn money to survive and the intense internal competition 
has seen people change their working clock hours. Moreover, the division of 
labor between male and female has become increasingly marked as trading at 
market has become the prominent job for every wife of every household, in 
turn reliant on male labor for foraging. Locals have also adapted by practicing 
unauthorized trading activities every day. As already mentioned, the Lahu 
routinely obstruct walkways and trespass in parking lot in order to sell their 
products more favorably than they might at registered stalls inside.  
Having lost their trust in Center for Hill Tribe development, who they many 
locals believed favored the Thai lowland traders, Kaphol and other senior 
villagers saw the urgent need to resolve marketplace issue. Kaphol mobilized 
his villagers together with other tribes on Muser hill to form a hill tribe synergy 
(Khana Chao khaw). Joint leaders from groups of Lahu, Hmong and Lisu 
encouraged their people to communicate directly to Provincial Authority, 
bypassing the Center for Hill Tribe development. Forms of protest included 
parades, petitions, and letters of complaints or suing documents. Eventually, 
seeing themselves stuck in a never-ending conflict, the Lahu suggested 
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building a new market. The new market would be able to meet the rising 
demand of marketplace for all involved while not totally abandoning the old 
market. For their parts, the Provincial Authority was increasingly concerned 
and inclined to intervention (likely owing to the fact that the market served as 
one of the spotlights of the province’s tourism), while Tak’s governors and 
officials from Center for Hill Tribe Development worked together to find an 
ultimate solution to the long-standing market issues. However, it wasn’t until a 




Switching between places 
Early 1999, a group of Japanese researchers affiliated with Japan 
Embassy to Bangkok visited the hill.  Kaphol, then the headman of Huaiplalod 
village, had a chance to speak with them about the tensions at the 
marketplace, specifically how the villagers were struggling hard to earn a living 
due to insufficient outlets for their new agricultural products. The research 
team recognized and supported local desires to have a second marketplace 
and presented their views in report to Japan’s embassy in Bangkok. As the 
first response to the Lahu’s quest for help, JICA affiliated with the embassy to 
send their staff to the hill. In collaboration with officials from Center for Hill 
Tribe Development they set about to conduct a survey of economic and social 
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conditions of the Lahu. On the basis of this survey, and through Japan’s Grant 
Assistant for Grassroots Projects (GPP), the Center for Hill Tribe development 
received a $ US 9.300 package to start building a new market for hill people. 
The new market project was documented by the Center as part of efforts to 
help the hill people in their self-reliance agenda, especially through the 
opening of trading opportunities.   
At first, the Lahu were concerned that the funds were being directed to 
them through the Center for Hill Tribe Development. According to Kaphol, the 
Lahu had expected to be granted the budget directly and were concerned 
about the process that the center would use the budget. They requested a 
clear report on budget usage but received unsatisfactory replies and became 
frustrated. However, once the new marketplace infrastructure took shape, 
Lahu concerns about financial transparency of the building process began to 
ease. After a few months of construction, market facilities – included selling 
booths, a parking lot, concrete ground and a water reservoir to supply water 
within market area – went up. Having learned from the shortcomings of the old 
marketplace, the Lahu built a more spacious and convenient parking lot, a 
large trash burner and a network of electricity to power all booths on the front 
side of the market.  
While delighted by the launch of a new market, locals expressed dislike for 
the way the Center for Hill tribe Development handled the construction. They 
felt that the center had manipulated the construction to claim credit for their 
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local development agenda and as a way to bypass the spatial contestation at 
the old market. Kaphol and Pairach (the village chief from Mid-2014) both told 
me that government’s people had promoted the new market as a part of their 
development agenda and a point of interest for visitors to Tak province, 
conveniently forgetting that the new market was from the result of local 
initiatives and was built mainly under the sponsorship of Japanese 
government. In other words, the Lahu wanted to be acknowledged publicly 
and in the mainstream media for their own efforts to resolve the marketplace 
conflict and felt that those in power were unfairly taking advantage of their 
middleman status to take credit.  The whole issue was about who got credit for 
the project.  
In January 2002, all facilities were completed and the new marketplace 
was officially opened. The new market was located 1 km from the old market, 
on the opposite side of the road. Tourists or passengers could take a break in 
either two market places to shop local products or sip local coffee.  However, 
as it was built to ease the inter-ethnic tensions in the original market, only 
locals from the Muser hill peoples could register as vendors at the new 
market. The new market got off to a shaky start. Though many Lahu decided 
to move to the new marketplace, seeking more space and an opportunity to 
trade away from their Thai competitors, trade was sluggish for the first few 
months.  Few tourists and passengers stopped at the new market and traders 
saw their goods go to waste or remain unpurchased. Many soon moved back 
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to the old marketplace with only around 20 of the initial 60 registrants keeping 
their places. Despite encouragement from Kaphol and other senior villagers, 
most local traders moved back to the old market. Even so, with the increasing 
demand in trading space, the new market has become more desirable – if not 
quite equal to its older rival. Together the two markets have become a 
symbolic and economic anchor of Lahu community. 
However, even as it has grown, the new market has seen many of the 
same problems as the old one. With the flourishing trade the new market has 
seen increased competition between vendors as more vendors seek to 
register stalls. Some use tricks to occupy space at both markets by having 
their relatives to register for them. In early 2004, Kaphol and other senior 
villagers set up a committee to more fairly allocate stalls at the two market 
places. According to their regulations, those granted stalls who have not used 
them for three to seven consecutive days should be stripped of their right to it. 
As before, the Thai are often imagined to be the primary problem. One 
afternoon in July 2013, Kaphol invited me a cup of local whiskey (forest herbs 
soaked in rice whiskey, 45% alcohol).  Sitting in his coffee shop, I asked him 
about his coffee business. He bragged that many tourists dropped in, including 
Vietnamese, and asked me to teach him some basic Vietnamese. He then 
expressed his sorrow over his villagers who had been struggling for space at 
the market to earn a living. “Khon Thai ma yeng kab raw mod”, (Thai people 
come mess with our business”), he said. ‘Raw tong su’ - we’ve got to fight. As 
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the two markets grow in importance, their essential social and economic 
dynamics remain access, spatial distribution and competition. 
For the Lahu, uneven access to a key resource – market’s space - 
represents a form of political subordination and geographical fragmentation. 
Despite the launch of the new market, some individuals refused to leave the 
old market permanently. Rather, they moved between two spaces to both 
maximize their own gains and, I would argue, as a form of non-concession 
towards lowland competitors and state’s politics towards their cultural space. 
Leaving a culturally-embedded place such as the market is not an easy or 
neutral thing to do for these hill people. The case of Lahu’s adaptive capacity 
towards market resource around them is a striking example of ‘fluidity’ of 
upland livelihoods in some Southeast Asian hinterlands (Turner and Michaud. 
2008 and Rigg,  Bouahom and Douangsavanh. 2004).   
Unlike in the forest, where most community members take concerted and 
collective action in accordance with their local ecological agenda; at the two 
market places they often act subversively against both the state’s agendas 
and even their own local regulations, such as those set up by community 
market committee. In a morning of July, 2013, I visited Nong Ploy, a 21-year 
old female friend, at her vegetable booth. In that particular morning, Phloy 
stood arranging bunches of vegetable right near the entrance of the new 
market parking lot, though just a few days prior, she had been selling kai-lan 
(Chinese Kale), lettuce, and spinach harvested fresh from her family’s farm, at 
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a stall in the west side of the market. I asked her about the change. She 
replied that if she remained deep inside the market alleys or the west side too 
far from tourists’ sight, she could not have sold anything. She said that it was 
“not nice” to do so (‘mun du mai suai thee tham bebnee loie”). For survival, 
they had to disrupt the orderly landscape of the new market. Other vendors, 
too, had lined up their umbrella-shaped stalls along the walking alleys meant 
to lead customers inside.  
Amidst tense competition, Lahu individuals resort to many trading tactics 
to secure their livelihoods. Limited access to space has prompted locals to 
either be spatially dynamic, to deploy hospitality as a kind of marketing tactics, 
or to reach out to lowland markets.  Phi Na On, a woman in her 50s selling 
vegetable and pig skin snacks in front of Kaphol’s coffee shop, told me that it 
was a strategy to maintain a close clientele. Individual Lahu seek to establish 
personal relations with their clients and expand their potential clientele through 
verbal recommendations.  
One day in March, 2014, I was having my passport stamped at a customs 
checking counter in the Measod borderland between Thailand and Myanmar. 
Having stamped my passport 2 times before, the official knew I was collecting 
data for my PhD research and of my acquaintance with local traders at Muser 
market. She sent me a note ordering some ‘pig skin snacks” and ‘nam phrik 
Muser’ (Muser chili paste) from phi Na On. Passing me the note, she turned 
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her head to other colleagues recommending Phi On’s stall as the best address 
to buy those local specialties.  
Back in the hill, I gave Phi On the note and saw her beam. The order was 
big, up to a few hundred Baht (around $US 20). Like Phi On, other Lahu stall 
holders have succeeded in building their own dedicated clientele at both 
markets, be it by adding a little extra of chili pastes or by demonstrating 
hospitality by smiling and offering sweet greetings in standard Thai. The 
cultivation of clientele is just one of the many competitive practices that locals 
pursue on a daily basis. Interestingly, reducing prices is not an option. If two 
stall holders are selling the same thing, they just try to attract customers 
through their greetings. In general, they do not gossip about each other unless 
it’s about someone who’s obstructed the entrance for tourists to walk into the 
fixed kiosks inside. 
While competition over trading spaces at the two markets never ceases, 
the Lahu also seek new economic opportunities by reaching out to lowland 
avenues. As I mentioned at the start of the chapter, local trade at market 
places is no longer based solely on ‘local natural resources’ but also depends 
on imported goods from Maesot or Chiangmai. Incorporating these other 
goods is a way to ensure commodity diversity and economic gain in the highly 
competitive environment. In addition, many of the Lahu market activities are 
no longer physically confined to their hill areas but extend to other lowland 
markets.  
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One evening in May 2014, around 10pm, Na Ke’s sister in law, Na Len, 
hopped off a village passenger van right at the gate of Na Ke’s house. After a 
busy day selling vegetables and fruits at a market in downtown 
Kamphengphet province, she was too tired to shower but lay down on the floor 
next to Nake and me to watch TV. I asked her why she had to go to a 
neighboring province to trade. She responded, assuming that I was already 
familiar with the situation: “Don't you see too much mess going on at our hill 
markets dear bro?”.  She then laid the blame for her hardships on the ongoing 
competition between the Lahu themselves and between them and Thai 
traders. She added, however, that selling local products in a lowland province 
could bring in more income than in the local markets. Quick at calculating 
expenditure, she tallied for me exactly how much for the van fee, renting a 
spot at downtown market, and how much she can earn from selling one 
kilogram of avocados. She told me that five other women from the southern 
village and three from the north join her on her daily ‘business trip’ to 
Kamphengpet, all sharing the rent of the van. According to her, the 
competition at hill markets forced her to seek other places to trade. 
Those not yet willing to take daily trips to lowland provinces join periodic 
markets there– weekly or monthly – or set up selling booths at special 
festivals venues in downtown Tak– such as Loy Krathong and Songkran. For 
example, Phi Caina – Wanlapha’s cousin – borrowed a fire oven from my host 
family for 2 days to fry pig skin, which he planned with his wife to sell 
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alongside other local products at a Tak’s sport event that summer. Talking to 
me in a night after he returned from the event, Phi Caina sighed: “oh Bie, the 
market is not enough for us to earn a living. If we want more economic gain, 
we’ve got to expose ourselves to more market venues.” Nalen and Phi Caina 
are striking examples of locals who expand their livelihood space beyond local 
market boundaries.  
As I showed in the previous chapter, the Lahu people adopted a number 
of strategies in the forest to adapt to changes in their customary agrarian 
patterns. At the market places, the same is true. Individuals and households 
often attempt to diversify their livelihood strategies so as to be able to 
“enhance livelihood security and to construct a diverse portfolio of activities 
and social support capabilities in their struggle for survival and in order to 
improve their standards of living.” (Turner and Caouette. 2009: 26). Indeed, for 
those Lahu who periodically abandon their registered markets to trade in 
downtown Tak or in other lowland provinces, they are taking double adaptive 
strategy. 
The Lahu have also used the marketplace as a venue for the promotion 
and commercialization of their local products at a larger scale. The 
marketplace is an important meeting point between locals and the lowland 
traders who buy forest products in bulk to resell in other parts of Thailand. The 
seasonal sator seed (forest bitter bean) for instance, can bring additional 
income to those who are diligent enough to collect them from the forest. Thai 
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traders purchase them and resell to lowland communities in southern 
provinces, as it is a favorite ingredient in their daily meals. Besides bitter bean, 
coffee bean is the most commercialized local product. Kaphol has successfully 
developed coffee as his private business but more broadly the sale of bulk 
coffee helps his whole community to maintain an important economic ‘green 
project’ in the hill.  
As discussed in chapter 2 and 3, part of the Lahu vision for sustainable 
forestry is to incorporate coffee plants into their community forest and in other 
thin forest zones. The coffee plants contribute to adding more green color to 
forest zones and to bringing seasonal income to locals. Kaphol buys coffee 
beans from villagers and then processes them at his home-based coffee 
roasting factory – an annex to his house near the new market. The roasted 
coffee bean is then packed and sold at his coffee shop and brought in bulk to 
other lowland markets for sale.  Over the last five years, Café Doi Muser has 
come to be known as a coffee brand associated with the marketplace. Many 
visitors stopped in specifically for a coffee break, having heard about the roast 
through Kaphol’s marketing on billboards along the national route, ads in 
newspapers and Facebook. The commercialization of local products 
contributes to the transformation of the hill’s socio-economic landscape.  
Daily practices, spatial tactics and shifting livelihood strategies at the 
marketplace demonstrate the dynamic nature of the Lahu's adaptive 
capability.  For the Lahu, economic gain relies on their ability to adjust to the 
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spatial dynamics at their own community markets, as well as those in the 
lowlands. They see the Thai state’s acceptance of Thai traders’ in the market 
as a contradiction to local efforts to identify themselves as rightful owners of 
the place. Moreover, they see the state’s attempts to resolve the conflicts 
between the Thai lowlanders and the Lahu, as an imposition of state control, 
turning the market into a site of both social inclusion and exclusion. In this 
context, and too retain control over what they see as their rightful marketplace, 
locals marked their tenure and social embeddedness by building cement 
facilities such as the school cooperative office. They also engaged in various 
forms of subversion and protest, ranging from moving their goods in front of 
existing stalls and blocking tourists attempting to walk into Thai stalls, to 
sending suits to the provincial authority. Thus, despite the completed 
registration of market stalls and other state projects of spatial ordering and 
arrangement, locals’ daily practices pose an ongoing challenge to state 
control. What’s more, the practice of switching back and forth between the 
new and old markets indicates individual pursuits of economic gains and basic 
survival tactic working against both state’s control and local regulation. 
These spatial dynamics, be they collective, households or individual 
actions, were based on Lahu knowledge of development processes, 
awareness of market forces within and beyond their own habitat topography, 
and the tactful deployment and exploitation of social relations. Such tactics are 
aimed at diversifying and ensuring a sustainable livelihood. In their navigation 
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of the market, the Lahu refashion, redesign and negotiate their livelihood with 
other social groups. They seek to circulate culturally-embedded 
understandings of their trading activities and lay claim to both a geographic 
spot – the marketplace - and a particular identity they associate with it.  The 
Lahu’s spatial dynamics and market practices are forms of both ‘rightful 
resistance’ - calling for state’s recognition of their right to a space - and also a 
wide range of less visible and ‘subtle maneuvers’ –such as switching between 
places or intentionally encroaching parking lot which Scott (1985) 
conceptualized as ‘everyday forms of peasant resistance’ which is set apart 
from more overt forms of contestation.  
 
Concluding remarks 
In this chapter, I have shown how the Lahu villagers navigate the spatial 
dynamics of the Muser Hill marketplace and the myriad tactics and strategies 
Lahu, individually and collectively, deploy to secure their economic livelihoods 
and to assert what they perceive to be their ethnically-grounded rights to trade 
exclusively on the site. Specifically, I detailed Lahu responses to competition 
from lowland Thai traders- whose permanent cement stalls and ability to buy 
in bulk gave them an edge in the market – as well as their perceptions of and 
responses to various forms of state intervention. For example, the 
reorganization of marketplace and stall registration –interventions ostensibly 
meant to ease tensions between the local traders and Thai lowlanders – were 
 206 
perceived by the Lahu as a form of injustice in access to resources. In this 
vein, I noted the tension between the Thai state’s promotion of the Doi Muser 
market as an ethnically authentic site, and its tacit acceptance of the 
economically deleterious – as far as the Lahu are concerned - presence of 
Thai lowland traders in this culturally marketplace. 
This chapter thus continues the theme developed in chapters 2 and 3 of 
how people on the margins work both individually and collectively to creatively 
retool or exploit existing practices and assets, and mobilize different forms of 
social and cultural capitals to maintain and secure their way of life. Like the 
local adaptations to hegemonic conservation paradigms I detailed in those 
earlier chapters, this tale of two market places sheds further light on forms of 
resistance and resilience of these upland people. In both contexts – the forest 
and the marketplace - the Lahu have sought to diversify, rework, and extend 
their livelihood practices to a wider economic context. In the market 
specifically, they resort to social, cultural or spatial tactics to counter 
competitors, claim access to a vital resource – viable trading space and 
desirable goods – and navigate a complex set of power relations and 
agendas. Livelihood in terms of access to resource in the hill is therefore, 
continuously reworked and recrafted to fit in a wider social and economic 
setting.  
 By focusing on social interactions and power relations at the marketplace, 
I have shown how trading space affects not only the community’s livelihood 
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but also their strategies for asserting themselves in the face of state 
regulation. Local efforts to seek legitimacy and justice over usage of a trading 
space are thus also best understood as forms of contest against social 
exclusion. A “place” is not merely a geographical location, but also an 
embodied system of meaning and feeling with implications for political practice 
(Seremetakis.1994).  
 Indeed, the Lahu sense of community and identity draws on their 
connection to place, on the one hand, and their perception of social inclusion 
and exclusion by the state. Both were intensified amid unresolved spatial 
conflicts in the market, where competition for space was as much a conflict 
over values and meanings as it was over market share and jurisdictional 
claims. Moreover, as my informants showed in both word and deed, the Lahu 
efforts to assert themselves against the intrusions of the Thai merchants and 
the exclusion of the state, ethnic awareness became inscribed upon 
competition for space at the marketplace. In short, the markets in Muser hill 
have been turned into an anchor site of local identity as ‘forest guardians’ 
seeking economic opportunities to secure their sustainable forestry.  
The Lahu’s struggles in Muser hills resemble those of uplanders 
elsewhere across Southeast Asia. In Southeast Asian hinterlands, state 
projects to formalize and integrate upland markets into mainstream 
development are ‘spatially and socially highly uneven’ (Bonnin and Turner. 
2014). Such programs have been met with local discontent and forms of 
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resistance. Upland marketplaces are contested fields of power that are 
socially constructed and re-composed through the efforts of human actors. 
Upland groups placed themselves within their own egalitarian value systems 
and symbolically expunged lowland (hierarchical) influences (Tooker 1996 and 
2012, Sikor and Tuong Vi. 2005 and Bonnin and Turner. 2014). 
 Many upland communities combine rights-based and more direct forms of 
resistance, such as protests, petitions, and public arguments with officials and 
with subtler approaches, such as teasing, foot dragging during relocations, 
resizing stalls and moving out of sight of officials as can be found in northern 
Vietnam (Bonnin and Turner. 2014: 338). In the pursuit of egalitarianism, in 
terms of trading as an important part of upland livelihood, they remake market 
processes and reconfigure their market practices through a broad range of 
overt and covert actions, alternative trade imaginaries and strategies that are 
‘constantly shifting, relational and uneven’ (Sowerwine. 2011 and Turner. 
2014).  As states seek to reconstruct, reorganize and regulate these markets, 
they see upland groups as dangerous and draining of upland resources 
(Tooker. 2012: 76). For these reasons, upland marketplaces like Talad Doi 
Muser are increasingly recognized as key sites of contestation. 
Changes in customary landscape and patterns of livelihood have forged 
these people to associate more professional trading into their culture, starting 
from the opening of the national route from Tak downtown to Maesot. Local 
trading has taken shape over forty years, ten years prior to the national park 
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gazette, and has become a typical trait of local culture. The two Muser 
markets represent a cultural community exchanging products from the forest 
and their new sustainable agriculture with other ethnic groups, prominently 
Thai passengers from lowland. The Lahu have been the main social actors 
and initiators of the marketization process in the hill. They seek ways to 
maintain and create economic resources for themselves, which is another way 
they exert a strong sense of local agency -  a ‘locally and culturally informed 
type of self-maintenance and resistance that allow minorities to uphold 
identities and customary practices’ (Ortner. 2006 and Forsyth and Michaud. 

















In the preceding chapters, I examined how a highland community, living in 
a protected area, has worked to adapt to state-imposed environmental 
regulations and assert an identity as forest guardians – all while generating a 
new environmental narrative through the creative integration of traditional 
concepts and contemporary environmentalist and state discourses. I began 
my field work with two main research questions: What do state environmental 
policies mean for marginalized highland communities? and, How have the 
Lahu responded and adapted to changes in their environment and to the 
socio-political forces arrayed against them?  
In answering these questions, my research has demonstrated that, with 
their customary ways of life and the bases of community identity at stake, the 
Lahu have continually adapted to survive and thrive. Looking at a wide array 
of Lahu responses – from leaders’ coordinated environmental agendas to the 
periodic, spectacular, or routine encounters with state agents that shape local 
peoples’ experience of power relations – I’ve shown how these marginal 
people do not simply resist elements of the state’s environmental agenda, but 
appropriate and creatively adapt them. They develop new practices in the 
context of environmental constraints, and imbue them with meanings that 
speak to both traditional ideas of the environment and to values and 
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imperatives imposed by the state’s visions. They also pursue and capitalize on 
social and economic opportunities to generate sympathies and alliances, and 
pursue novel forms of commerce.  
 At the same time, Lahu culture is crucially influenced by their 
understandings of the environment. However, as I’ve shown, these 
understandings are being reframed and reshaped in both spontaneous or 
strategic responses to state conversation efforts. This dissertation thus 
represents an attempt to trace the complex way that these changes in their 
understandings of the environment, and changes to culture and ethnic identity 
more broadly, interact and influence each other. By identifying and analyzing 
these complex responses and the processes that gave rise to them, I have 
argued that the incursion of state environmentalism into this peripheral 
community has been the catalyst for the emergence of practices, ideas about 
the environment, and ways of framing ethnic identity – in short the emergence 
of a new way of being Lahu.  
In what follows, I situate this research within a broader scholarly field and 
discuss how it contributes methodologically, empirically, and conceptually. 
Reviewing my major arguments and findings, I show how the Lahu’s dynamic 
adaptation – and my analysis of it – offer a number of insights and 
considerations for both scholarly and practical approaches to environmental 
policies in highland communities.  
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Much of this dissertation has been devoted to understanding the Lahu 
community in relation to both the environment and the contentious politics 
around resource control. In the 30 years since the Muser Hill area was 
declared a national park, the Lahu village of Huaiplalod has been transformed 
into a complex site of knowledge production and ethnic identity assertion. As 
part of its ongoing conservation and environmental management efforts in the 
highland region, the Thai state has promoted policies – including forced 
eviction and the regulation of land-use according to ‘zones’ – that limit the 
Lahu’s access to natural resources and curtail, or outlaw, their traditional 
livelihood practices. State narratives cast the Lahu as “forest destroyers” and 
declared local forestry and agricultural practices to be harmful to the water 
supply, a source of dangerous deforestation and generally contrary to 
conservation. Moreover, in doing so, the Thai state’s conservation plans 
effectively deemed nature a national asset, consolidating local landscape and 
monopolizing land rights.  
In responding to these policies, the Lahu community has moved between 
negotiation, opposition, and adaptation. In this process, both local people and 
leaders have played active roles in the appropriation, generation, and creative 
mobilization of diverse new forms of environmental knowledge. As discussed 
in Chapter 2, through their interaction with Buddhist ecological principles and 
their openness to incorporating elements of state forestry and conservation 
concepts from other supporters, the Lahu have both reaffirmed and reshaped 
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their understanding of the traditional nature-human relationship. For example, 
on the advice of Ajarn Den, Huaiplalod villagers have switched from slash-
and-burn agriculture to rotational cultivation of rice and corn for household 
self-suffiency and have primarily counted on sustainable vegetable farms for 
more income. The idea of watershed manengement by monks has been 
developed to a practical and succefssul level by the Lahu, with a combination 
of local understanding of their surrounding nature and modern GPS 
technology as learned from other supporters.  
Through their many self-initiated and joint sustainability projects, as well 
as their daily interactions with the NPA agents and market competitors, the 
Lahu have continuously reworked their livelihood practices amidst ongoing 
and renewed restrictions on their access to resources.  From an adaptive 
mode of cultivation, successful forest protection, skillful maneuvering 
pragmatics of daily interaction with forest patrollers, trading tactics to the 
creation of more economic resources for themeselves; the Lahu have been 
able to assert themselves in the contested  hills.  Finally, these new forms of 
agriculture, knowledge and livelihood practices have developed both despite 
and because of the state’s environmental constraints.  The need to prioritize 
natural conservation, maintain economic viability, and establish a rights-based 
claim to the park has encouraged local people to reshape their livelihoods and 
ways of life.  
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My study has also placed the Lahu’s conservation and survival efforts in 
relation to market integration, by considering how economic factors have 
influenced the Lahu’s resource management strategies. As they faced 
changes to their environmental and socio-economic setting, the Lahu sought 
out both new sources of income and ways to establish their claims to the 
forest. I have shown, for instance, how important the ability to realize 
economic gains and ensure stable market participation has been to 
establishing the viability of new modes of cultivation and other novel 
environmental practices. Traditional Lahu livelihood patterns were founded on 
subsistence farming and the simple trade of goods with other hill groups. 
However, after the completion of the national highway adjacent to their lands, 
the Lahu were exposed to a broader socio-economic landscape and new 
economic opportunities. Moreover, for the Lahu, their present conditions and 
the future they imagine are both closely associated with their sustained 
participation in trading activities at their marketplace. They directly relate the 
market trade to the sustainability of their land-use. In short, the Lahu have 
attempted to ensure that their agroforestry programs are successful both in 
economic terms and in relation to conservation objectives.  
Above all, environmental knowledge – its generation, adaptation and 
mobilization – has been at the heart of virtually every aspect of my research. 
Everyone has some kind of practical, usually tacit, knowledge of their social 
and physical environment, a competence reflected in ‘knowing how to go on’ 
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in the routine activities of everyday life, and the capacity to improvise and 
innovate when necessary (Giddens. 1979). In the preceding chapters, I have 
offered an extended analysis of how the Lahu’s responses to state 
environmental encroachment have produced a novel, but distinctly Lahu, 
environmental competence based in sustainable forestry, linked to an 
emplaced notion of ethnic identity, and underwritten by a host of creative 
economic and livelihood practices. The imposition of scientific forestry, along 
with the forms of social exclusion that underwrite, for instance, the state’s 
characterization of the Lahu as ‘forest destroyers’ have influenced customary 
society-nature relations of the Lahu people on Muser Hill. Yet in response, the 
Lahu’s skillful and practical appropriation of various conservation discourses 
has helped generate a new local ecology. This ecology fits within the land use 
constraints imposed by the state, allows the Lahu to adapt to physical 
changes in their traditional habitat, and, above all, has added more green 
color to the national park – a visible symbol of the Lahu’s ability to positively 
impact the environment.  
In the case of the Lahu, the question of ‘knowledge’ is also directly related 
to questions of identity. It goes without saying that certain knowledge claims 
carry more weight than others, or that some are able to travel far and be 
accepted as generalized, while others remain decidedly “local” (Goldman, 
Nadasdy and Turner. 2011: 19).  For example, though other upland 
communities in Northern Thailand may have similar techniques of watershed 
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management, forest fire protection and rotational agriculture, the Lahu’s 
sustainable models have been proven more succsseful and more 
acknowledged nationwide. Other upland and lowland groups have travelled 
uphill to consult the Lahu about ways to regulate water resource and protect 
surrounding nature for their community development. Sustainable upland 
watershed management has been more popularly a brand of the Lahu 
community on Muser hill.  Yet in the face of a Thai state narrative that clearly 
and directly links the hill people and their traditional livelihood to forest 
destruction, the Lahu have successfully advanced a counter narrative 
asserting themselves as “forest guardians” – while simultaneously developing 
ways of practicing their traditional livelihoods that suit this new identity. So too, 
the Lahu vision of human-nature complementarity – of inhabited nature – has 
challenged the ideal of wilderness underwriting the National Park Authority’s 
conservation efforts these thirty years. 
By tracing these complex threads of knowledge production, economic 
versatility and identity that make up the Lahu response to state 
environmentalism, my research contributes to the environmental or ecological 
anthropology of periphery communities in a number of ways. First, in a field 
with a strong tendency to focus on how ordinary people think and talk about 
their environments, especially when faced with external forces, I have offered 
a view that is neither from above nor from below. While my focus remains the 
Lahu, my approach has been to consider the complex interplay of socio-
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political and economic factors alongside my ethnographic investigation into the 
daily ways of living and thinking. This ethnography has, at each step, 
illustrated that local or ‘traditional’ knowledge is not fixed or bounded, but open 
to new ideas and capable of being creatively paired with external discourses 
and even reconstructed to adapt to changes to biophysical space. It 
demonstrates the many ways that knowledge can be “simultaneously 
deconstructed and constructed in an ongoing process, in which fragments of 
old knowledge are constructed into new forms” (Laungaramsri. 2001). So too, 
I have done my best to avoid the tendency to romanticize human communities 
and their resource-management abilities.   
With its multi-level approach, my dissertation thus suggests the 
importance of moving away from an overly rigid notion of the ‘local’ and of 
situating future research on cultures and peoples living in protected areas in 
broader contexts. While it remains important to study and explore ‘local’ 
knowledge, we must be cautious not to impose boundaries or assume a fixity 
to the local in these cases. In this I follow Forsyth (2011: 43), who has argued 
that more concern should be paid to environmental truth claims in relationship 
to social networks and solidarities. A population such as the Lahu may be 
marginalized – geographically, economically and socially – but they are not 
isolated. They partake of and are influenced by complex and changing social 
contexts, histories of encounter, and narratives of those encounters that 
continue to exert influence years later.  
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What’s more, the Lahu have been able to generate and mobilize networks 
of sympathizers and allies far beyond their local circles. They engage in 
complex and multi-generational interactions with state agents at many levels, 
which in turn influence the interplay of the communities’ power relations with 
the state at large. By attending to these complex contexts, networks, and 
interactions over time – in other words, by avoiding the easy slide towards the 
romantic or parochialist view of the local – we can perhaps better identify and 
explore how communities in ‘the periphery’ creatively engage with the 
inevitable encroachment of the state, and how and why particular resource-
management regimes have emerged in particular localities (Tuck-po. 2011).  
In this vein, the Lahu case builds on and extends a growing scholarly 
interest in the dynamic, proactive, and generative work of peripheral 
communities and their responses to state environmentalisms. “Creative 
adaptation” (Turner, Bonnie and Michaud. 2015), or ‘environmental 
adaptation,’ for instance, offers one framing. While scholars have long tracked 
the subtle forms of resistance and “state avoidance” (Appadurai. 1996, 
Clastres. 1977 and Scott. 2009), “creative adaptation” emphasizes the ways 
that these communities often ‘move sideways’ or ‘forward’ from the state 
(Gaonkar. 1997 and Turner, Bonnie and Michaud. 2015). To promote their 
“forest guardian” image, for instance, the Lahu have engaged in “collective 
mobilization” (to use Hirsh’s words. 2008).  – creating allies through interaction 
and social networking and circulating their own vision of sustainable forestry. 
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Their active engagement with media and activist networks, as well as their 
preemptive strategies, might be seen as “moving forward” and engaging with 
mainstream Thai communities.  In turn, the rising visibility and popularity of the 
‘forest guardians’ concept – as well as the political leverage enabled by this 
campaign and by the Lahu’s sympathizer networks –   has encouraged the 
Thai state to rethink their approach to dealing with hill tribes and their 
underlying assumptions about what successful conservation looks like with 
respect to nature-society harmony. While similar strategies have been noted 
elsewhere in northern Thailand, I would suggest that the Lahu’s efforts are 
noteworthy in extent, visibility, and, perhaps, results. The Lahu and their 
conservation visions have achieved a remarkable level of recognition across 
broad swathes of Thai society.   
Moreover, the Lahu’s adaptive capabilities go beyond the bounds of 
‘creative adaptations’, a term which generally refers only to those 
environmental practices and livelihood strategies that allow for the protection 
of resources despite the existence of poverty or increasing population 
(Batterbury and Forsyth. 1999 and Forsyth. 2003). By contrast, I have argued 
that the Lahu have significantly reimagined and adapted their relationship with 
nature. Furthermore, accepting that “[c]ulture itself is the manner in which 
human groups learn to organize their behavior and thought in relation to their 
environment” (Howard. 1986 as cited in Milton. 1996) and “the medium and a 
whole way of life through which people adapt to, rather than merely interact 
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with, their environment” (Burnham. 1973 and Milton. 1996), this study has put 
forth an argument for locating Lahu ‘culture’ in their interactions with 
environmental politics.  
This dissertation also contributes to efforts to conceptualize identity within 
the field of conservation, specifically how ‘local’ identities are claimed or 
mobilized in the face of state environmentalism or incursion. Scholars (for 
example; Peluso. 1995, Tsing. 2003 and Li. 2000,) have traced links between 
community responses to environmental politics, particularly conflicts with the 
state, and the development – or assertion – of an ‘environmental identity’ that 
blends elements of ethnic awareness and cultural traits with a specific vision 
of nature place, or “cultural identities, ways of life, and self-perceptions that 
are connected to a given group’s physical environment” (Figueroa. 2006: 371). 
In the case of the Lahu, I have demonstrated how the state’s attempts to 
manage and regulate the Lahu’s livelihood practices under the auspices of 
‘conservation’ both occasioned and shaped changes in Lahu understandings 
and representations of nature, specifically the relationships between culture 
and nature.  
So too, in developing and promoting the idea of the Lahu as “forest 
guardians,” the Lahu actively attempted to assert and re-situate their relations 
with the state. The “Forest Guardian” identity is thus a kind of positioning 
which “draws upon landscape and emerges through particular patterns of 
engagement and struggle” (Li. 2000:151). Along with their retooled livelihood 
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practices and accompanying conservation agenda, this identity represents the 
“contingent products” of Lahu “agency […] the cultural and political work of 
articulation” (Li. 2008: 340). 
Finally, and most importantly, my study extends current scholarship on the 
Southeast Asian hinterlands by focusing specifically on the interactive aspects 
of knowledge production. Throughout, I treat the Lahu as active agents 
working to adapt and survive in the face of state-driven environmentalist 
agenda and in contexts not of their making. As others have noted, ‘place-
based’ understandings of the environment are likely multifactorial and 
meaning-rich (Forsyth. 2011; and Nadasdy. 2011). The Lahu’s response to 
state environmentalism has been both spontaneous and crafted over time. It 
has been strategic in its vision, but also embodied in a wide variety of tactical 
initiatives and reactions. The Lahu’s understanding of their livelihood 
practices, relationship to place, and larger sense of Lahu identity have both 
merged with and altered the externally-imposed-but-locally-reimagined politics 
of sustainable forestry. They have produced a specifically Lahu, but in no way 
‘traditional’ or ‘static,’ knowledge of the environment that is “deeply 
contextualized through the entangled nexus of production, application and 
circulation” (Turner. 2011: 297) taking place in Taksin Maharat Nationa Park of 
Northern Thailand. 
Following Forsyth (2008) I have tried to trace and emphasize the values 
and meanings that shape the generation of environmental knowledge in 
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different contexts. Both forest communities and the state have constructed 
ideologies to justify their own rights to control forest access. My study has 
identified that values such as “rights” (rights to natural resources) have been 
used by the Lahu people to justify their claims to the park, and likely gave 
wings to their efforts to circulate their own, ‘local’ environmental narratives. I 
have drawn attention to the conflicting paradigms underwriting the state and 
the Lahu’s conservation’s vision; the state imagines a pure or ‘untouched’ 
nature while the Lahu offers a vision of human-nature interaction. Despite their 
relatively short residence on Muser hill, the Lahu were able to blend a modern 
“rights” claim to the land with a vision of the Lahu as the traditional, ‘natural’ 
and authentic human stewards of the lands. Making and remaking meaning, 
then, has played a key role in this contest in the park.  
Finally, it is my hope that, beyond expanding scholarly engagement with 
the highlands of Southeast Asia, this dissertation can also contribute to 
practical efforts to improve conservation efforts in the region. With Forsyth 
(2008), Nadasdy and Turner (2011), I ask: ‘what values should direct the 
generation of environmental knowledge in different contexts? should the focus 
be poverty alleviation or social justice? Or is environmental conservation an 
end in itself?’ 
In this regard, one of the implications of my ethnography is that the state’s 
environmental policies have widely devalued local livelihoods and failed to 
account for the people’s adaptive capabilities. As I have suggested throughout 
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this dissertation, the Thai state’s conservation policy in the hills has been 
fundamentally tethered to a ‘scientific’ discourse about conservation which 
eliminates the human factor from nature. Yet as many have noted, the 
advancement of good environmental policies is possible only if it pays 
attention to social realities and the inevitable interaction of these policies with 
human agents on the ground (Cooke. 1999). The Lahu offer one, particularly 
vivid, example of a viable coexistence of nature and community. Their 
adaptive and dynamic approach have transformed ecological relations to fit in 
new socio-political and environmental setting. The practical and innovative 
ways the Lahu fit themselves into new environmental constraints thus 
complicate ideas of ‘local’ environmental knowledge. As I’ve shown, local 
environmental knowledge does not necessarily retain its form as it is 
regenerated, circulated, and deployed in different contexts and through 
multiple interactions of ideas and discourses. To improve environmental 
policies, might we not assume such adaptations can, or will, take place and 
focus on understanding, tracing and even galvanizing them? 
Having said this, the successes found thus far in Muser hills in no ways 
mean the Lahu’s struggles are at an end. Nor do they yet provide any easy 
answers for governments or policymakers looking to rethink the role of 
highland communities within their environmental conservation efforts. While 
the national narrative depicting the Lahu as ‘forest destroyers’ has changed, 
the many agents and executers of the state’s policies – the NPA officials for 
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instance – continue to generate new ways of managing forest use and, by 
extension, constraining the Lahu’s livelihoods. So too, the Lahu’s 
environmental knowledge has been recognized by branches of the state 
apparatus and royal environmental organizations, but not necessarily in ways 
that concede on rights to land use and free access to other forest resources. 
Indeed, it is difficult here, as in the broader region, to find many examples “in 
which the conservation agenda of state-institutions and the interests of a 
specific group of resource users are (or could become) congruent or perhaps 
complementary” (Li 2001: 175). As Tsing (2003:26) notes, “the question of 
how to acknowledge the recourse rights and learn from the knowledge of 
forest-living communities is not a simple one”.  However, without going so far 
as to see ‘complementarity’ at work in the Lahu case, I’ve nevertheless shown 
how the case of the Lahu in Muser hills offers an opportunity to imagine such 
contests in more dynamic terms, attending to the interaction between 
discourses, the generation of hybrid sites and contexts, and the complex 
interplay of local, regional, national, and even international social relations.  
What the future holds remains to be seen.  As I’ve hoped to show, those 
engaged in the study, ethnographic or otherwise, of environmental politics in 
‘peripheral’ communities, as well as those environmentalists and policymakers 
engaged in its practice, would do well to attend more carefully and critically to 
the local people themselves – how they can tactfully deal with other forms of 
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asymmetrical power relations and the way they utilize their local knowledge as 
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